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ABSTRACT 
 
The Five Song Cycles for Voice and Piano by Benjamin Britten written specifically for 





Benjamin Britten composed five song cycles for voice and piano to be performed by his 
partner, tenor Peter Pears: Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 (1940), The Holy Sonnets of 
John Donne, opus 35 (1945), Winter Words, opus 52 (1953), Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 
61 (1958), and Who Are These Children?, opus 84 (1969).  These five cycles span almost the 
entire length of their personal relationship, the first having been composed the year they 
consummated their relationship in the United States, and the last seven years before the 
composer’s death.  These compositions give insight into the way that Britten wrote for the man 
with whom he shared his life, especially in terms of the texts he chose to set, the way he 
organized those texts into a narrative, and the way he used his partner’s voice to express these 
texts.   
 
This paper includes a brief biography of the two men, a discussion of the five cycles 
within the context of Britten’s compositional output, and examines each of the five cycles in 
terms of the selection of the text, the dramatic construction of each cycle, as well as the use of 
the voice in each song.  When relevant to the discussion, matters of accompaniment, key, form, 
and other musical aspects of the songs are also discussed.  The paper also includes a 
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PREFACE 
Introduction and Intent. 
 
Via the voice, and other people’s talents – above all that of Peter Pears – he was able to 
commit himself to the emotional revelations that eluded him when he was alone at the 
keyboard and under public scrutiny.1 
 
Composer Benjamin Britten (1913-1976) and tenor Peter Pears (1910-1986) were lovers 
and collaborators for almost forty years.  The influence of this relationship upon Britten’s vocal 
compositions for his partner is apparent in many ways, including his choice of texts, his setting 
of these texts, the type and uses of accompaniments, and his overall musical style.  These 
compositions include numerous operas with roles written for Pears, realizations of Purcell songs 
from the figured bass for voice and piano, folk-song arrangements, and works for voice with 
orchestra, voice with accompanying instruments other than piano, and voice with other voices.   
The focus of this paper shall be the five song cycles with piano accompaniment that the 
composer wrote specifically for his partner.   
In narrowing the scope to these five cycles, the development of the composer’s skill at 
using Pears’s voice to express the meaning of the texts and the development of the artistic 
partnership between the two men from early in their relationship until the latter part of the 
composer’s life will be apparent. These cycles, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo (1940), The Holy 
Sonnets of John Donne (1945), Winter Words (1953), Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente (1958), and 
Who Are These Children?(1969), encompass not only Britten’s setting of different languages 
(Italian, German, and a Scottish dialect) but span almost the entire length of Britten and Pears’s 
relationship.  These works have been chosen to the exclusion of others not only because they 
represent works from throughout the composer’s career, but also because they use the same 
                                                 
1 Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Company, 2003), 27. 
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performing forces, and therefore may be easily compared. Also, although much has been 
discussed about Britten’s operas in the scholarly literature, comparatively less has been written 
about the song cycles and in particular about the way that the composer used the voice. These 
works, nevertheless, will also be discussed in the larger context of his compositional output. 
 The body of the paper includes a short examination of the two men’s lives together, 
focusing mainly upon their working relationship.  This is followed by a general discussion of the 
song cycles, including the selection of texts, their underlying themes, and their place within 
Britten’s canon.  I will then examine each song separately, focusing upon the use of the tenor’s 
voice to express the poetic ideas of the texts.  
 The evidence of the impact of the relationship of the two men upon the compositions will 
be discussed primarily as inferred from the compositions themselves.  Britten accepted Pears’s 
selection of poetry, both for compositions written for the tenor and for others.  Since they lived 
together for almost forty years, it was undoubtedly easy for him to suggest poets to Britten 
whose texts he felt were suitable for song texts.  It would have been just as easy for the 
composer, when writing for Pears, to have the singer attempt passages to see if they in fact did 
work for his voice in the way that the composer had intended.  Their shared interests and 
experiences influenced the compositions of these cycles as well.  Lastly, because of the 
composer’s intimate knowledge of the singer, he could choose texts with which the tenor was 
sympathetic to the extent that he could give an appropriately expressive performance as indicated 
by the emotional depth of those texts. 
An important precursor to this discussion is knowledge of the quality and characteristics 
of the tenor’s voice.  In his biography of Pears, Christopher Headington states:  
This particular voice and the artistry with which it was produced were at once 
recognizable.  Those who did not like it called it variously too white in tone, 
 xvi
insufficiently heroic and virile, and too mannered, but the critic Alan Blyth praised its 
“clear, reedy, almost instrumental quality.”2 
 
Michael Kennedy, in his biography of the composer, notes: “Like many composers, Britten had 
strong likes, dislikes and prejudices where other people’s music was concerned (just as, among 
singers, he disliked a ‘beautiful voice’ for its own sake).”3 Likewise, it is acknowledged by those 
who knew him, including his partner, that he considered the specific voice for which he 
composed when he was writing music.4   
Britten knew the limits of his partner’s voice to the extent that, while he often challenged 
his partner’s abilities, the singer was always able to carry off the intended effect with solid 
technique and artistry. The composer set the texts of these cycles in a way that exploited the 
voice of his partner in order to express the meanings of the texts; he was not interested in 
composing merely beautiful melodies which, while vehicles for vocal beauty, were unrelated to 
those meanings.  Therefore, the compositions for the tenor’s voice included the use of the 
different colors available to the singer by exploring different registration and range and also by 
exploiting the weight and size of Pears’s voice.  I have also examined qualities of the texts 
themselves, bringing to light certain themes, such as death or the loss of innocence, to which 
both men were drawn. 
 The scores of all five cycles are readily available, as are recordings made by Pears with 
Britten at the piano.  I have included a bibliography of works from which I found information 
relevant to this particular topic, and I have included a detailed bibliography of scholarly 
                                                 
2 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1992), 188. 
3 Michael Kennedy, Britten, The Master Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 
114. 
4 Robert Gene Brewster, “The Relationship Between Poetry and Music in the Original Solo Vocal Works of 
Benjamin Britten through 1965” (PhD diss., Washington University, 1967): 115-116. 
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materials about both men – not just relating to these compositions, but to all aspects of their 





The Nature of the Relationship between Peter Pears and Benjamin Britten 
 
 
What would Britten’s music have been like without Pears? How would Pears’s voice 
have developed without Britten?1 
 
 
 It is not at all uncommon to discover that a vocal composition was written with a specific 
singer in mind.  The instance of singer and composer sharing a close personal bond is perhaps 
less common, but we need only look at the example of Richard Strauss and his wife Pauline de 
Ahna to find an example.  However, it seems more unusual to find a homosexual couple in these 
roles.  Even so, the relationship that Britten had with Pears continued to affect his compositions 
throughout their lives whether the nature of the relationship and its impact was stated outright or 
whether it can be inferred in the music that was written. 
 The two shared many commonalities in terms of biography, besides their both having 
been born in England.  Both men were the youngest children in their families, born to older 
parents.  Both studied music at an early age and went on to study music at the Royal College of 
Music in London.  Both men abhorred violence and became pacifists in their adult lives and 
conscientious objectors during World War II.2  And certainly, of course, both men were 
homosexual in a country that vilified homosexuality to the point of imprisoning anyone  
convicted of such a “crime.”3   
 Peter Neville Luard Pears was the seventh child born to Jessie and Arthur Pears in the 
town of Farnham, Surrey on June 22, 1910.4  As a boy, Pears studied piano (later organ, bassoon, 
and some viola), but although he was very musical it was said that he was not gifted technically 
                                                 
1 Michael Wilcox, Benjamin Britten’s Operas (Bath, England: Absolute Press, 1997), 9. 
2 Michael Oliver, Benjamin Britten (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 96. 
3 Ibid., 105. 
4 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1992), 1. 
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at the piano.5  In his adolescence, he became aware of his homosexuality and seemed to come to 
terms with it fairly quickly. 6  He went on to study music at Oxford but only for a short time; he 
dropped out lacking both financial resources and an interest in studying the nuts and bolts of 
music – theory and history.7  He returned to his prep school, The Grange in Crowborough near 
Tunbridge Wells, where he taught Latin, French, Mathematics, and Music, as well as private 
piano.8  He taught there for four years (1929-1933) but during that period was encouraged by 
friends to pursue his dream of a singing career, and so he attended the Royal College of Music as 
a student of singing and opera for a short time until he was hired to be a member of the British 
Broadcasting Company (BBC) Singers.9   
 Edward Benjamin Britten was the fourth child of Robert Victor and Edith Britten of 
Lowestoft, on the North Sea in Suffolk County, born on November 22, 1913.10 He was named 
Benjamin after the last child of the biblical Jacob and Rachel since he was the youngest of their 
children.11  Although his father was rather stern, Britten’s mother doted on him, and, being 
something of an amateur singer and pianist herself, she encouraged the development of his 
musical ability.12 Britten studied piano and viola as a youth and in his teens began studying 
composition with Frank Bridge.13   
 Bridge was the first major influence on Britten’s compositional style.  Their lessons 
began in 1927 and were often quite rigorous and notoriously long, during which the older man 
challenged his pupil above all to find his own personal style and be true to it while maintaining 
                                                 
5 Ibid., 6. 
6 Ibid., 15-16. 
7 Ibid., 26, 29. 
8 Ibid., 33. 
9 Ibid., 39-40, 42. 
10 Oliver, 15. 
11 Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), 5. 
12 Ibid., 5. 
13 Ibid., 8, 16. 
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attention to good, solid technique.14  Bridge continued to be an influence upon Britten until his 
death in 1941.15 Meanwhile, Britten attended the Royal College of Music, studying piano with 
Arthur Benjamin and composition with John Ireland, but he did not meet his future partner there 
since he graduated in December 1933, the year before Pears matriculated there.16  During this 
time, Britten began acquiring a national reputation as certain of his early works were being 
performed, including his A Boy was Born, opus 3, which is a set of choral variations, and Simple 
Symphony, opus 4.17   
In 1935, at the age of 21, he started working for John Grierson’s General Post Office 
Film Unit, composing music for film scores.18  This job led to associations with other film 
companies affiliated with the BBC.  It also brought him into contact with a new circle of friends, 
including Wystan Hugh Auden and Christopher Isherwood who helped him to accept his 
homosexuality of which he was becoming increasingly aware.19  However, Britten may not have 
explored a physical relationship until after the death of his mother in January of 1937.20 
W. H. Auden was the next great influence upon Britten as a composer.  The writer 
introduced him to new literature and taught him to appreciate that which he already knew in a 
different way, including especially the works of homosexual poets and writers.  These included 
poems of Arthur Rimbaud, which he would later set in his orchestrated song cycle Les 
Illuminations, opus 18.  Auden also wrote poems intended to be set by the composer, including 
the erotic text “To Lie Flat on the Back with Knees Flexed,” a setting of which was not 
published until after the composer’s death.   
                                                 
14 Ibid., 17. 
15 Peter A. Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten (Oxford: Clarenden Press, 1995), 2. 
16 Carpenter, 35, 51. 
17 Ibid., 53-54. 
18 Ibid., 64. 
19 Oliver, 48. 
20 Ibid., 61. 
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Although it seems likely that the writer was attracted to the younger composer, most of 
their friends of the time did not believe that it was reciprocated or that there was any sort of 
physical consummation.21  There was, however, a consummation of sorts of the professional 
relationship.  Aside from the songs written for singer Hedli Anderson to Auden’s texts, four of 
which are included in Cabaret Songs, published after the composer’s death, Britten used the 
writer’s words for his orchestrated song cycle Our Hunting Fathers, opus 8 (1936) and for the 
song cycle for voice and piano On This Island, opus 11 (1937), as well as for a host of other 
songs, many of which were published posthumously.  They also collaborated on the operetta 
Paul Bunyan, opus 17, while they were both living in the United States. 
 In April 1937, a friend of both Pears and Britten’s, Peter Burra, was tragically killed in an 
airplane accident. 22  The two men, who had met by that point but had not established a close 
relationship, got to know each other better as they sorted through Burra’s belongings, putting his 
affairs in order.23  Although they did not become lovers at this point, they did become close 
friends who felt comfortable sharing intimate details of their lives. 24  The two men ultimately 
decided to share an apartment in London beginning in 1938.25  During this time they also began 
concertizing in Great Britain, although the exact date is not known.26 It was not until they 
emigrated to the United States, however, that the two entered into a romantic relationship. 
 In 1939, as Europe was becoming more and more involved in what would ultimately 
become World War II, their relationship and careers continued to develop.  The two men, who 
were confirmed pacifists, decided to follow Auden and Isherwood, who had emigrated to the 
                                                 
21Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), 145. 
22 Headington, 63. 
23 Ibid., 65-66. 
24 Ibid., 80-82. 
25 Ibid., 79. 
26 Ibid., 75. 
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United States.27  At this point, Pears had intended to stay only a short time, hoping to have some 
voice lessons in the States, whereas the composer was unsure that he would ever return to 
Britain, thinking that a change of locality might be good for his career. Frank Bridge, his former 
teacher, had experienced greater success in the United States than in the United Kingdom, and 
Britten hoped that the same might be true for him.28  They arrived first into Canada and remained 
there for almost a month as plans were made for their performances in the United States.29 The 
two men arrived into the United States on June 12.  According to their letters, it was upon their 
arrival in Grand Rapids, Michigan that the two consummated their relationship, which had 
turned from friendship into love.30   
It was during this time that Britten first dedicated a composition to Peter Pears: the song 
“Being Beauteous” from Les Illuminations, opus 18 (1939), to texts of Arthur Rimbaud (the 
English title is the poet’s own31), although this piece was not written for Pears’s voice, but rather 
for the Swiss soprano Sophie Wyss.  The song mentioned above uses feminine pronouns but 
might otherwise be considered an expression of the composer’s newfound love especially in 
passages such as “Devant une neige, un Etre de beauté de haute taille (Against a background of 
snow is a beautiful Being of majestic stature)” and “Oh! Nos os sont revêtus d’un nouveau corps 
amoureux (Oh rapture!  Our bones are covered anew with a body of love).”32 
As war broke out in Europe, the British government advised that British citizens living or 
staying in the United States should remain there, and so Pears and Britten did.33 The pair was 
fortunate enough to have a friend, mentor, and surrogate mother in Elizabeth Mayer during their 
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visit.  She was an amateur musician who had emigrated to the United States from Germany.  
Pears had met her previously while touring in the United States, and he renewed his acquaintance 
with her on this visit.34  Ultimately, the couple was invited to stay with Mayer and her family in 
Amityville, New York in August 1939, and they stayed with them sporadically for their entire 
visit, leaving for good in March 1942.35  Mrs. Mayer encouraged music-making in the house, 
often participating with Britten and Pears.  Being fluent in German, she helped the men with 
their interpretations of German lieder, and being something of a linguist she aided in the 
translation of texts, including that of Britten’s setting of the Michelangelo Sonnets which she 
prepared with Pears and which accompanied the published version of that cycle. 
While staying in the Mayer home, Britten completed the first of his cycles written 
specifically for his lover.  Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22, was completed in Amityville 
in October 1940.  The idea of setting sonnets of Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) may have 
occurred to the composer before he fell in love with the tenor, but the cycle itself was written 
with Pears and his voice in mind.  Michelangelo had written most of these sonnets about a man 
with whom he was in love, the subject matter of which clearly appealed to the young composer.  
There is a youthful quality to these songs which is indicative of the age of the two men: Britten 
at the time was 26, and Pears was 30.  Pears had continued to take voice lessons during this time, 
and Britten was able to gauge the improvements to his technique and put it to good use in these 
songs.36 
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In November 1940, Britten and Pears moved into a house occupied also by their friends 
Auden and Isherwood in New York City.37  However, in spite of the creative atmosphere – aside 
from the two poets, the house was occupied by other artists – and the fun the two men may have 
had in this bohemian atmosphere, the composer did not necessarily find it the perfect 
environment for composition because of all the distractions. Furthermore, neither man enjoyed 
the less than pristine conditions of the house and ultimately returned to stay with the Mayer 
family.38 While in New York City, however, Auden and Britten completed the operetta Paul 
Bunyan, opus 17.  Pears served as a copyist for his partner, as he had for many of the 
compositions during the United States trip.  This would be the last collaboration of the composer 
and poet in such close proximity, although Britten did set the words of Auden a few more times. 
The main influence in Britten’s life had become his lover. 
 The two men made their living in the United States by performing, teaching, and 
directing.39  The couple performed recitals in the United States (featuring works by Purcell and 
Bach, among others).40 Although Britten was achieving some degree of fame as a composer, 
they did not make an extraordinary living.  They were also tremendously worried about their 
families and started to feel homesick, beginning to doubt whether they should continue to reside 
in the United States.   
 In the summer of 1941, the two men traveled to California to visit their friends, the 
pianists Rae Robertson and Ethel Bartlett.41  During this visit they found an article about the 
works of poet George Crabbe in The Listener, a magazine published by the BBC.  They 
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subsequently found a collection of Crabbe’s poems in an antique bookshop. 42 Among the works 
that caught their attention was his poem “The Borough,” set in Britten’s home county of Suffolk 
in England.  The pair was at this point rather homesick, and this poem reminded them of many 
things that they missed about England, and so they began to make plans to return.  They sailed in 
March 1942, and both began to work out the details of an opera to be based on the poem “The 
Borough” that Britten would spend the next several years composing. The result of this work 
would be his first full-scale opera (and the tenor’s first role in a Britten opera), Peter Grimes, 
opus 33.43  
 Upon returning to Great Britain in the spring of 1942, both men were exempted from 
combat duties in part due to their work with the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the 
Arts, considered to be “a contribution to public morale in wartime.”44 They gave several concerts 
throughout 1942 and 1943, 45 including the debut of Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 18, 
Schubert’s Die schöne Müllerin, Schumann’s Dichterliebe, Poulenc’s Tel jour telle nuit, as well 
as Britten’s arrangements of folk songs and realizations of Purcell songs from the figured bass.46   
 Peter Grimes, opus 33, to a libretto by Montagu Slater, another writer with whom Britten 
had worked during his employment as a composer of film scores, had its premiere in 1945.  
Pears had continued to help with the opera, offering suggestions, critiquing the excerpts that the 
composer played for him, and revising the libretto when Britten needed some last minute 
changes.47 This showed the level of partnership that the two men had already developed.  Pears 
continued to be an influence for his partner on the literary side of his work, not only 
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recommending poets but also assisting with opera librettos and translating foreign language 
texts, as he had already done with the Michelangelo Sonnets. 
 Pears was at this time engaged to sing Hoffman in Jacques Offenbach’s Les Contes 
d’Hoffmann with the Sadler’s Wells Opera Company, 48  a touring opera group, with which he 
subsequently sang the roles of Tamino in Die Zauberflöte, Rodolfo in La Bohème, the Duke in 
Rigoletto, Alfredo in La Traviata, Almaviva in Il barbiere di Siviglia, Ferrando in Così fan tutte, 
and Vašek in Smetana’s The Bartered Bride.49 It was through his involvement with this opera 
company that he and Britten became acquainted with Joan Cross, Eric Crozier, John Piper, Erwin 
Stein and Anne Wood, with whom, in 1946, they founded the English Opera Group, the mission 
of which was “to mount operas cheaply and to tour them widely, in the hope of building a new 
audience.”50 It was ultimately from this group that the Aldeburgh Festival developed, which 
consumed much of the two men’s creative energies in their later lives. 
 Britten also did some performing apart from his partner, including as accompanist for 
violinist Yehudi Menuhin on a tour of recently liberated concentration camps.  The horrors that 
he saw combined with the amazing hopefulness of the survivors inspired him to set selected 
sonnets of John Donne (1572-1631) that were full of images of death, spiritual crisis, and 
ultimately a renewed hope through adversity.  The Holy Sonnets of John Donne was written at a 
feverish pace, in part quite literally since at the time Britten was ill with fever from a reaction to 
an inoculation he had received for the trip, and was again dedicated to and written for his partner.  
Britten found impressive the dramatic skill that Pears had shown on stage as detailed in his 
letters addressed respectively to Elizabeth Mayer and her husband William:   
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Peter sang so well, acted so delightfully, & was such a ravishing personality on the stage, 
in Hoffmann, that everyone was delighted and more than surprised.51  
 
I wish you could see Peter on the operatic stage – he is really staggering!  Looks very 
good, & acts wonderfully, & his voice is really sounding grand.52 
 
The composer gave the tenor opportunity to use this growing dramatic finesse and his growing 
technical prowess in this cycle. 
The first production by the English Opera Group was Britten’s Albert Herring, opus 39, 
in 1947.53  While touring the opera throughout Europe, Pears had the idea to establish a festival 
in Great Britain.  The two men were moving into a house in the Suffolk town of Aldeburgh, 
which seemed like an ideal location for such a festival.54  The other collaborators in the group 
agreed, and so in 1948 the first festival featured performances of Britten’s Albert Herring, opus 
39, and Saint Nicholas, opus 42, a cantata for chorus and orchestra, as well as recitals by Britten 
and Pears.  Other performances included works by Lennox Berkeley, a contemporary British 
composer, and Henry Purcell.55  The festival, which has continued annually since its inception, 
was a large part of the lives of the two men both as performers and as managers.  The Aldeburgh 
Festival also brought the pair into contact with other musicians who would become lifetime 
friends and collaborators, including guitarist Julian Bream, cellist Mstislav Rostropovich, 
soprano Galina Vishnevskaya, baritone Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau, mezzo-soprano Janet Baker, 
and harpist Osian Ellis.56 
 Britten continued writing for his partner, but the tenor performed other composers’ works 
as well – in the early 1950s he sang Tamino and Vašek again, and in 1951 he sang the title role 
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in Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex. 57  His interpretation of the Evangelist in the Matthauspassion and 
Johannespassion of J.S. Bach became famous during the mid-1950s as well.58  Because the 
composer preferred to work at home on his composition, he did not always accompany Pears on 
his travels, and as a result the two were apart frequently during the 1950s.  The letters that passed 
between them show that the two men remained devoted to each other. 
 The cycle that many consider to be Britten’s crowning achievement, Winter Words, opus 
52, was completed in 1953, setting poems of Thomas Hardy (1840-1928).  When compared to 
the first two cycles written for the tenor, this composition shows a more mature musical style and 
more varied material for the singer, both technically and dramatically as will be discussed in 
Chapter 5.  By this time, the composer had written several operatic roles for his partner: the title 
role in Peter Grimes, opus 33 (1945), the Male Chorus in The Rape of Lucretia, opus 37 (1946), 
Albert Herring in the opera of the same name, opus 39 (1947), and Captain Vere in Billy Budd, 
opus 50 (1950), and so he had been constantly able to see the growth in the tenor’s artistry and 
therefore was able to write music that showed him to increasing advantage. 
 By the mid-1950s, both men had become quite successful in their careers.  Britten 
continued composing prolifically, taking time off only to travel with his partner.  Pears sang 
frequently, performing not only roles in Britten’s operas but also in those of other composers.  
The two strove to be the best in their respective fields, so even their vacations were occasions for 
them to continue to develop as artists.  The two men took an extended vacation from October 
1955 to March 1956, visiting Holland, Germany, Switzerland, Yugoslavia, Turkey, India, 
Singapore, Indonesia, Bali, Japan, and Russia.59  The duo performed occasional recitals on this 
trip but also made a point to experience the local culture, including the gamelan music of 
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Indonesia, and Nô theatre in Japan.60  The influence of both can be seen in his ballet The Prince 
of the Pagodas, opus 57 (1956).61  
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the two men continued to travel for pleasure and for 
health reasons and also continued to hone their craft and cultivate friendships with fellow artists 
and patrons of the arts.  Pears took lessons for a time again, and Britten continued to study the 
music of different cultures. Aside from performing together on recitals, they continued to work 
together in choosing texts for the composer to set, and they worked together on the libretto for A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, opus 64, in 1960. 62   The two men also continued their involvement 
with the Aldeburgh Festival by presenting new works and giving annual recitals to raise money 
for the event.   
Two dear friends of Pears and Britten, the Prince and Princess of Hesse, with whom they 
frequently traveled, had recommended the poetry of Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-1843) to the pair.  
The composer had such empathy for the poems that he was inspired to set several of them, and 
the subsequent collection of settings became the first song cycle for voice and piano written for 
his partner in over a decade.  Although the poet was heterosexual, one of the poems deals with 
the love of Alcibiades and Socrates and bears a resemblance to one of the Michelangelo Sonnets.  
The continued development of both the composer’s skill and that of the tenor are evident in this 
cycle, written when both were at the top of their own fields. 
 By the end of the 1960s, both men were having some serious health problems.  In 1968, 
Pears had a hernia operation, and was told by doctors to reduce his hectic performing schedule –
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advice he did not heed.63  Britten’s problems were of a more serious nature: during this time he 
was beginning to experience the heart trouble that would eventually lead to surgery and 
ultimately to his death.64   
The last of Britten’s cycles for voice and piano specifically for the tenor, Who Are These 
Children?, opus 84, written was written in 1969, although it was not performed in full until 1971.  
The poems were written by William Soutar (1898-1943), a pacifist.  The texts appealed to both 
men for their stark depiction of cruelty to humanity, especially to children.  The music 
accommodates the slight shift downward in range of the tenor, now nearing the age of 60, but 
shows an increase in the dramatic challenge for him, both in individual poems and in the shift 
between seemingly careless Scottish rhymes and deeply emotional English texts. 
 During this period, the two men still lived and worked together, including ventures into 
the world of television.  Some of Britten’s operas had been televised, but Owen Wingrave, opus 
85, was written specifically for the medium and was first broadcast in March 1971.  There was 
also a performance by the two men of Schubert’s Winterreise televised in November 1970.65  
The duo gave their last recital in Britain in September 1972, and their final recital together in 
Germany in January 1973.66   
Britten had open-heart surgery in May 1973, during which he suffered a slight stroke that 
rendered his right arm partially paralyzed.67  Since he was unable to play piano, the recital duo of 
Britten and Pears was ended.  The tenor, with his partner’s blessing, gave recitals with harpist 
Osian Ellis, and the composer, once well enough, began writing music specifically for this 
pairing.  Pears also still performed occasionally with guitarist Julian Bream, but it was some time 
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before he started performing with another pianist.68  He made his Metropolitan Opera debut in 
New York City at the age of 64 as Aschenbach in Death in Venice, opus 88, in October 1974, 
however, he began to spend more of his time teaching. 69  Although he had started teaching voice 
occasionally as early as in 1951, he did not do so regularly until the early 1970s.70  He and 
Britten decided to open a school to help young performers bridge the gap between the 
conservatory and the professional world, and so by 1974 the Britten-Pears School for Advanced 
Musical Studies had a permanent home in Aldeburgh.71 
 Britten composed a few more works for his partner, and the tenor continued to perform at 
the Aldeburgh Festival as he taught at the school they had opened.  However, the composer 
never fully recovered from his heart surgery.  Benjamin Britten died in the arms of his lover in 
December, 1976 at their home.72 
. . . and honestly you are the greatest artist that ever was – every nuance, subtle & never 
over-done – those great words, so sad & wise, painted for one, that heavenly sound you 
make, full but always coloured for words & music.  What have I done to deserve such an 
artist and man to write for? (Britten, in a letter to Pears, November 17, 1974.)73 
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CHAPTER 2 
The Five Song Cycles Within Britten’s Canon 
 
Benjamin Britten composed in a wide variety of genres, but he is perhaps most famous 
for his vocal works: operas, orchestrated song cycles, folk-song arrangements, realizations of 
Baroque works by composers including Purcell and Bach, compositions for voice with other 
instruments (including guitar and harp), and cycles for voice and piano.  The five cycles for 
voice and piano written for Pears are representative of his entire solo vocal canon not only 
because of their chronology but also because they show his constantly developing musical style, 
his taste in texts, his ability to use Peter Pears’s voice to express the meaning of those texts, and 
how the relationship of the two men affected all of the above.   
In this chapter, I will discuss the circumstances that led to the composition of the five 
cycles themselves, the influences upon Britten during composition including his travels, his 
personal values, and people he had met, the reasons for the choice of these texts and the themes 
represented within them, and the cycles’ place within Britten’s entire output.  The subsequent 
five chapters will address the way Britten used Pears’s voice in each of the five works in terms of 
the choice of texts and dramatic themes, the composer’s developing compositional style 
especially in terms of text setting, and the effect of the relationship upon the entire process. 
The Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22, from 1940, was the first song cycle to be 
composed by Britten specifically for the man who by this time was his companion in life as well 
as in art.1  He had already composed for the voice – in fact he had just completed the 
orchestrated song cycle Les Illuminations, opus 18, for soprano Sophie Wyss.2 He had 
previously completed a variety of other vocal works, including the songs to texts of W. H. 
                                                 
1 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), 98-99. 
2 Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), 40-41. 
Strauss 16
Auden, later to constitute Cabaret Songs, published posthumously, for Hedli Anderson, an 
untrained theatre singer,3 other settings of texts by W.H. Auden including “To Lie Flat on the 
Back with Knees Flexed” and “Fish in the Unruffled Lakes,” and those that comprise the 
composer’s first song cycle for voice and piano, On this Island, opus 11.4  The texts he chose 
were in so many ways non-traditional for song settings in terms of rhythmic construction and 
thematic material, especially when compared to songs composed by his contemporaries.5  Few of 
the texts were about love in a traditional sense; in fact, the most numerous texts about love 
between two people from these five sets is to be found in the Michelangelo settings, in which the 
unrequited love is between two men. 
During the time Britten and Pears spent in the United States from 1939 to 1942, they 
came to know each other better personally and professionally, eventually becoming both lovers 
and recital partners.6  This growing knowledge and trust is evident in the Michelangelo Sonnets.  
In the work, the singer was required to sing difficult rhythms and intervals, and the technical and 
expressive demands on him were great. 
Many of the sonnets chosen by the composer to be set have homoerotic texts – these 
sonnets were written unambiguously by Michelangelo about a much younger (and presumably 
heterosexual) man who was the object of his affection.7  It was certainly a daring choice for 
Britten and Pears in light of the fact that homosexuality was illegal in their home country.8   The 
Italian language helped to mask the meaning of the texts, and the translations given, done in part 
by Pears, were vague in many respects as to the nature of the relationship between the two men 
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depicted in the sonnets.  The choice of the Italian texts following the French of Les Illuminations 
is also explained by Donald Mitchell and Peter Pears in Mark Alexander Whitmire’s discussion 
of Britten’s compositions for solo voice: 
For the next two cycles, the orchestral cycle Les Illuminations, Op. 
18 (1939) and Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo Op. 22 (1940), 
Britten turned to languages other than English, a move which, 
according to Donald Mitchell, was a part of “a conscious 
abandonment of the English tradition.” According to Pears, “it was 
the excursion to Italy (the Seven Sonnets) which liberated Britten, 
just as the Italians had helped Purcell 250 years before.”9 
 
The liberation to which the tenor refers is from the heritage of British vocal music including that 
of Ralph Vaughan Williams and John Ireland, both of whom were much more conservative 
musically and in their choice of texts.10 
The setting of the Michelangelo Sonnets was composed in 1940 but did not receive its 
first public performance until the couple returned to Great Britain in 1942, in part due to the fact 
that Pears wanted to be certain that he was up to the vocal challenge of the pieces.  “Caution at 
the Sonnets’ overt homosexuality may have been one reason for this delay [of the premiere 
performance] . . . , but Pears did not feel ready for a public performance of such taxing music.  In 
the United States he worked hard with vocal coaches to increase the range and power of his 
voice . . .”11 The set was enormously successful in Britain, and was recorded almost 
immediately.12 
Following its appearance, Britten composed many other popular works including the first 
two volumes of published folk-song arrangements (1941), A Ceremony of Carols, opus 28 for 
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treble voice and harp (1942), Serenade for Tenor, Horn, and Strings, opus 31 (1943), Peter 
Grimes, opus 33 (1945), on which Britten spent much of his compositional energy, and The 
Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra: Variations and Fugue on a Theme of Henry Purcell, 
opus 34 (1945).13   In the same year as the setting of the John Donne sonnets, 1945, he also 
published two sets of realizations of Purcell songs for high voice and piano.14  The realizations 
of the Purcell songs, as well as the use of a theme by Purcell in The Young Person’s Guide 
informed the compositional style in the next song cycle.15 
The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, opus 35, was composed in 1945 upon Britten’s return 
from abroad.16  The purpose of his journey had been to serve as an accompanist for violinist 
Yehudi Menuhin as they gave recitals for survivors at Nazi concentration camps.  Britten had 
already intended to set the poetry of Donne, but these visits served as an impetus to set these 
particular texts, which deal with death, spiritual crisis, and the final triumph of the spirit in life 
everlasting.17   
“The Holy Sonnets of John Donne are [sic] a masterful example of 
a man fearing death, and it is most probably this very thought 
which was foremost in Britten’s mind at the time he wrote them 
[sic].  Surely the aspect of death which he had just witnessed could 
not be better expressed than by Donne.” 18 
 
As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the influence of Purcell’s compositional style both 
harmonically as well as vocally is evident throughout the work, which was given its premiere in 
London in November of 1945.19 
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Britten composed in a number of genres before he wrote Winter Words, opus 52.  The 
Rape of Lucretia, opus 37, had its premiere in 1946, and Albert Herring, opus 39, followed the 
next year.20  The composer published another set of folk-song settings in 1946 and in 1947 
composed the first of his canticles, “My Beloved is Mine,” opus 40, written for Pears.21  Also in 
1947, he composed the song cycle for voice and piano A Charm of Lullabies, opus 41, for 
mezzo-soprano Nancy Evans.22  For the Aldeburgh Festival, Britten realized The Beggar’s 
Opera of John Gay in 1948. Billy Budd, opus 50, followed in 1950, another full-scale opera. The 
second canticle, “Abraham and Isaac,” opus 51, written for Pears and Kathleen Ferrier, was 
completed in 1952.23  Britten finished a new performing edition of Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas in 
1951, once again attesting to the composer’s admiration of his predecessor.24  In 1952, the same 
year as the composition of the next cycle, Winter Words: Lyrics and Ballads of Thomas Hardy, 
opus 52, he completed his opera Gloriana, opus 53, an opera about Queen Elizabeth I which was 
commissioned for the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II.25 The style of recitative that he had 
developed in his operas during this time is evident in Winter Words, and the influence of folk 
songs is apparent in the work as well in terms of melodic contour, range, and rhythm. 
Winter Words is comprised of settings of poetry by Thomas Hardy (1840-1928).  The 
poems chosen are about the loss of innocence and ignorance associated with childhood that 
occurs with the onset of adulthood and its increased responsibility to society.  “The similarities 
of Britten’s and Hardy’s views of life are apparent in this set . . . . The songs appeal for a return 
to innocence, to youth, and for an escape from the complexities and tainted mind set of 
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maturity.” 26  This theme was evident in many of the composer’s works throughout his career, 
notably in the operas The Turn of the Screw, opus 54 (1954) and Death in Venice, opus 88 
(1973).27  It is said that he lamented the loss of innocence he experienced in his early adulthood 
in part because of the death of both of his parents, and in part because of the realization that his 
own sexuality (of which he became aware about the same time he became orphaned) could 
alienate him from society with its lack of acceptance of homosexuality.28  Although the texts 
themselves do not deal with homosexuality at all (Hardy was heterosexual), the theme was one 
with which the composer could identify psychologically.  This work, which some consider to be 
Britten’s greatest, was premiered in conjunction with the Leeds Triennial Festival in October 
1953.29 
From 1953 to 1958, before the composition of Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 61, 
Britten composed comparatively less.  The composer and his lover took some time away from 
Great Britain, touring Europe and Asia, including Japan and Indonesia in particular, vacationing, 
concertizing, and experiencing music indigenous to the different areas visited, which gave the 
composer less time to focus on composition.30  Realizations of six Purcell duets were published 
in 1954, which indicates that the Baroque composer was still of interest to Britten.31  The Turn of 
the Screw, opus 54, was completed in 1954, followed the next year by the third canticle “Still 
Falls the Rain – the Raids, 1940, Night and Dawn,” opus 55, for tenor, horn, and piano.32  
Britten’s ballet, The Prince of the Pagodas, opus 57, was composed following his visit to Bali 
                                                 
26 Georgia Ypma Bonney, “A Study of the Music and Text of Benjamin Britten's Winter Words, op.52: Lyrics and 
Ballads of Thomas Hardy” NATS Journal 49 (November/ December 1992): 6. 
27 Ann Brashear, “Winter Words, op. 52, by Benjamin Britten: An analysis” (M.M. thesis, Northern Illinois 
University, 1986): 21-22. 
28 Johnson, 245-246. 
29 Brashear, 3. 
30 Headington, 206. 
31 Doctor, LeGrove, and Banks. 
32 Evans, 577. 
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(part of a vacation in 1955 to 1956) and was influenced by the music of Balinese culture.33  A 
fourth volume of folk-song arrangements was published in 1957. During this period, he also 
composed another orchestrated song cycle for his partner, Nocturne, opus 60, for tenor, seven 
obbligato instruments and string orchestra, which was completed in 1958.34 Songs from the 
Chinese, opus 61, for tenor and guitar (1958) reflected the influence of music the composer 
heard during his travels in the mid-1950s.35   
Pears and Britten traveled during the mid-1950s with their friends Prince Ludwig and 
Princess Margaret of Hesse, who acquainted them with the poetry of Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-
1843).36  Hölderlin was not only obsessed with a loss of innocence, but also plagued by a sense 
of estrangement from society as a whole: themes that had attracted the composer before.37  “It 
appears that Hölderlin, like Britten, was obsessed with memories of childhood. A.M. Whittall 
mentioned the contrast between '. . . the vanished peace of childhood and the cold reality of 
maturity . . .’ as a comparison between Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente and Winter Words.” 38  
Britten composed Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente for himself and Pears in 1958 and the set was 
premiered in November of that same year on the BBC.39 
Over a decade passed between this and the next song cycle for voice and piano written 
for the tenor, but these were productive years for the composer as he continued to write vocal 
music in other genres, and for other performers.  He continued to publish both arrangements of 
folk songs (in 1958 and 1959) and figured-bass realizations of the works of Purcell (five songs in 
                                                 
33 Ibid., 225. 
34 Ibid., 577. 
35 Ibid., 362. 
36 Johnson, 57. 
37 Brewster, 58-59. 
38 A.M. Whittall, “Benjamin Britten” The Music Review XXIII (Nov 1962): 315; quoted in Lewin, 15. 
39 Carpenter, 386. 
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1959).40  Pears and Britten collaborated on the libretto of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, opus 64, 
which was composed in 1960.41  In May 1962, War Requiem, opus 66, was premiered in 
Coventry Cathedral to great acclaim.42  The composer published three more realizations of songs 
by Purcell in 1963. During the same period, he wrote many smaller scale dramatic works (church 
parables and the like) which included Curlew River, opus 71 (1964). The composer did not avoid 
cycles for voice and piano during this interval, indeed he wrote two in 1965, but they were 
composed for other singers both of whom were friends of the two men: Songs and Proverbs of 
William Blake, opus 74, for baritone Dietrich Fischer-Dieskau and The Poet’s Echo, opus 76 (in 
Russian), for the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya.43  The Burning Fiery Furnace, opus 77, and The 
Golden Vanity, opus 78, two church parables, were composed in 1966. On the larger scale, 
Britten completed new performing editions of both The Fairy Queen of Purcell and 
Johannespassion of J.S. Bach in 1967.44 The Prodigal Son, opus 81, another church parable, was 
completed in 1968, and was followed by the publication of realizations of three more songs of 
Purcell in 1968 and of five spiritual songs of Johann Sebastian Bach in 1969.45 
Who Are These Children?, opus 84, the last song cycle for voice and piano for Pears, was 
written in 1969.46  By William Soutar (1898-1943), the texts of this set are a collection of 
children’s rhymes (in a Scottish dialect) and adult musings upon the loss of innocence and even 
more about the high cost of war upon both the individual and society.47  Soutar’s pacifism is one 
of the things that drew the composer to these texts, as well as the opportunity to juxtapose the 
                                                 
40 Doctor, LeGrove, and Banks. 
41 Wilcox, 75. 
42 Evans, 450. 
43 Ibid., 376, 382. 
44 Doctor, LeGrove, and Banks. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Alan Gasser, “Performing Benjamin Britten's Who Are These Children?, opus 84” NATS bulletin, 42 (May/June 
1987): 5. 
47 Evans, 385. 
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rhymes – told from a child’s perspective – with the bitter, angry poems from the adult 
perspective.48  Who Are These Children? was premiered in May of 1971, in Edinburgh.49 
Owen Wingrave, opus 85, written specifically for television, was composed in 1970.50  
Britten returned to the canticle, composing his fourth “The Journey of the Magi,” opus 86 in 
1971, for counter-tenor, tenor, baritone, and piano, and also published more realizations of 
Purcell songs.51  Britten had heart surgery in 1973, a complication of which was partial paralysis 
of his right hand which left him unable to play piano.52   He had his surgery after the completion 
of his last opera, Death in Venice, opus 88 (which again deals with the loss of innocence and 
isolation from society as a whole) which had its premiere in 1973.53  He found other 
performance media so that he could continue to compose recital repertoire for his lover, writing 
the fifth canticle, “The Death of Saint Narcissus,” opus 89 (1974), and A Birthday Hansel, opus 
92 (1975), as well as arranging more folk songs (published in 1976) all with harp 
accompaniment. These were the last works that Britten wrote for his partner before he died.54 
It was heaven to hear your voice, & to know you’re feeling better.  Practise [sic] hard & 
get the golden box back in its proper working order again.  Something goes wrong with 
my life when that’s not functioning properly. (Britten to Pears in a letter from November 
1943.)55
                                                 
48 Gasser, 5. 
49 Evans, 385. 
50 Ibid., 579. 
51 Doctor, LeGrove, and Banks. 
52 Carpenter, 546. 
53 Evans, 579. 
54 Doctor, LeGrove, and Banks. 
55 Benjamin Britten, Letter 438 to Peter Pears, in Letters From a Life: The Selected Letters and Diaries of Benjamin 




Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 
(1940) 
 
In the late 1930’s and early 1940’s, the time of the composition of the Seven Sonnets of 
Michelangelo, Benjamin Britten was just learning how to use Peter Pears’s voice to express the 
texts he set, while at the same time the tenor continued studying voice with the intention of 
solidifying his technique.  The fact that the composer was involved in his partner’s artistic 
development explains why from the beginning of their relationship he developed a facility for 
setting texts for his partner’s voice.1  The pairing of Pears’s voice with Britten’s music in these 
pieces, according to writer and musicologist Edward Sackville-West (the dedicatee of the 
Serenade for Tenor, Horn, and Strings, opus 31, written three years later in 1943, and friend to 
the two men), resulted in “the finest [songs] that had been written in England since Purcell and 
anywhere in the world since the death of Hugo Wolf.”2 
Britten selected these seven sonnets from the seventy-six that were published in the late 
nineteenth century with translations by John Addington Symonds (1840-1893).3  Other 
composers have chosen to set some of Michelangelo’s poetry, including Richard Strauss (1886), 
Hugo Wolf (1897), Luigi Dallapiccola (1949), and Dmitry Shostakovich (1974)4, but Britten’s 
treatment was different from the other composers’ in his presentation of the works and in the 
choice of theme.  All seven of these sonnets have to do with love, most unrequited, and at least 
                                                 
1 Although there is no evidence that Britten attended any of Pears’s lessons, it is at least reasonable to assume that he 
would have heard Pears practicing and/or that the two would discuss problems as well as progress in these lessons. 
2 Michael Oliver, Benjamin Britten (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 96. 
3 Donald Mitchell, ed., Letters From a Life: The Selected Letters and Diaries of Benjamin Britten 1913-1976, 
Volume Two, (1939-1945) (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1991), 930. 
4 Emily Esuzt, The Lied and Arts Song Text Page [online]; available from http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/; Internet; 
accessed 14 August 2005. 
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four were written about Tomasso Cavalieri, a younger man whom Michelangelo desired,5 but 
these sonnets were not considered by the poet to be part of a cycle or a unit of any kind. 
The arrangement of the seven sonnets is cyclical: throughout the course of the work 
conflict is introduced and ultimately resolved.  The numbering of the sonnets is Symonds’, 
although scholars do not believe that it represents the chronological order of their creation. 
Regardless, Britten’s order is his own: XIV, XXXI, XXX, LV, XXXVIII, XXXII and XXIV,6  
creating this cyclical narrative character.  The narrative begins with the lover presenting his 
feelings for his beloved in the first setting, expressing confusion and anger at himself about the 
unreciprocated feelings in the second, defining and accepting the nature of his feelings in the 
third, addressing his fear about having these feelings in the fourth, momentarily succumbing 
once again to self-doubt in the fifth, accepting the inevitability of his feelings and accusing 
society of being the cause of his self-doubt in the sixth, and finally proclaiming his love without 
apology in the seventh setting. 
There are certainly aspects of the texts which would have been autobiographical for the 
composer and his lover. The third, quoted in a letter from Pears to Britten much later in their 
lives, and the seventh certainly seem to express their relationship, and the sixth may be construed 
as the two men defying society to find fault with their love.  However, there is no evidence to 
support the idea that the cycle as a whole is in any way an allegory of their coming together as a 
couple other than the fact that the texts are full of homosexual references.  The cycle could be 
seen as a representation of the feelings of each man separately, or related to experiences that one 
or the other of the two men had up to that point. 
                                                 
5 Christopher Leo Goeke, “A Discussion of the Relationship between the Words and Music in Benjamin Britten's 
Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo” (D.M.A. diss., University of Iowa, 1994): 50. 
6 Ibid., 8-9. 
Strauss 26
The vocal lines in the Michelangelo set are broad and lyrical, yet aggressive, youthful, 
passionate, and energetic. Almost every one of these sonnets has a climactic high note at or near 
the end of the piece, a practice that Britten did not continue in the subsequent sets.  However, the 
use of the high voice is appropriate for the style of the work, which mimics the Italian operatic 
style (See Examples 3-1, 3-2, 3-3, 3-4).  
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Example 3-1, (a.) W.A. Mozart, “Un aura amorosa” from Così fan tutte, mm. 63-66, (b.) 









                                                 
7 Robert L. Larsen, ed. Arias for Tenor (New York: G. Schirmer, 1991), 60. 
8 Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943), 2.  Examples from 
“Sonetto XVI” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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9 Larsen, 104. 
10 Britten, 9. Examples from “Sonetto XXXI” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 3-3, (a.)Giacomo Puccini, “Che gelida manina,” from La Boheme, mm. 65-66,11 





                                                 
11 Larsen, 167. 
12 Benjamin Britten, 13. Examples from “Sonetto XXX” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, 
Inc. 
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Although the tessitura of this cycle is quite high, the highest of the five to be studied in fact, this 
was not a problem for Pears in most cases.  Britten’s ability to use the tenor’s upper middle voice 
for dramatic effect even at this early stage was quite remarkable.  This part of the tenor’s voice, 
especially E-natural to G-natural, could sound fragile and innocent, often having a somewhat 
mournful quality.  Pears’s voice was not heroic, but there is a powerfully bright and energetic 
                                                 
13 Larsen, 165. 
14 Britten, 26. Examples from “Sonetto XXIV” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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quality to it, especially evident in recordings from this time, that reinforces the high sweeping 
statements in the sonnets.  Pears was also capable of creating an innocent or naïve vocal quality; 
these declarations of love would not work as well with a heavier voice. The transparency of the 
tenor’s tone quality in this register allowed the singer to express fully the fragility and weakness 
of the lover and his inability to control his emotions.  In this way, the communicativeness and 
emotive power of this part of Pears’s voice was exploited by the composer throughout his 
partnership with the singer, and clearly this started immediately from this first set. 
The overall range of the Michelangelo Sonnets is nearly two octaves: from C-natural an 
octave below middle C to the B-natural a major seventh above it.  This tested Pears’s voice in 
both extremes, although generally he was comfortable using the lower part of his range, which is 
atypical among tenors.  In point of fact, the composer immediately seemed to know how to use 
the tenor’s low range for more introspective or intimate moments. Regarding the vocal range of 
this set, it has been said that Pears was loath to attempt these pieces too early in his development, 
knowing that he would have to work to get them into his voice.15  According to Graham 
Johnson, the high B-natural in Sonetto XXX always remained a concern of the tenor’s.16 
Although most of the higher lying passages seem to have been very comfortable for him, for 
example the beginning and end of Sonetto XVI and the beginning of each verse in Sonetto 
XXIV. The high A-naturals in mm. 60-61 of the second sonnet seem to have been problematic, a 
function of Britten’s still learning about his partner’s voice and how to bring it through the 
passaggio, the area of transition between chest and head registers typically found between the D-
natural above middle C to the G-natural above that, and into the high voice.   
                                                 
15 Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), 84. 
16 Ibid., 48. 
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Although he lacked the heroic sound of a heavier tenor voice, Pears was able to float 
effortlessly within the passaggio and his partner was aware of this ability.  The singer was 
capable of a very intimate sound in this region of his voice, and Britten gave him many 
opportunities to show this off.  Britten also seemed confident in Pears’s musicianship and did not 
hesitate to use difficult musical material to express the text more clearly.  The set has very wide 
melodic leaps, for example the descending major seventh leaps in the fifth piece which express 
the singer’s frustration at his inability to control his feelings and love instead someone who could 
return this love (See Example 3-5).  
Example 3-5, “Sonetto XXXVIII,” mm. 21-24.17 
 
 
It has great dissonances with the accompaniment including the dissonant G-sharps against the 
strong E minor harmony in the fourth sonnet, a musical representation of the anger expressed by 
the poet at the man who is unable or unwilling to return his love (See Example 3-6).   
                                                 
17 Ibid., 19. Examples from “Sonetto XXXVIII” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 3-6, “Sonetto LV,” mm. 14-15.18 
 
 
It also has moments of incredible independence from the accompaniment, especially in the 
seventh sonnet where the voice is unaccompanied for an entire verse as he expresses his devotion 
to his beloved (See Example 3-7). 
                                                 
18 Ibid., 15. Examples from “Sonetto LV” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 3-7, “Sonetto XXIV,” mm. 7-15.19 
 
 
Michelangelo was not a young man when he wrote these poems of unrequited love, but 
there is an innocence and an energy in the raw emotion of these texts that was skillfully captured 
by Britten.20 There is a youthfulness in the way the voice is used throughout all these settings: 
bursts of emotion poured out on high notes, the musical athleticism of certain movements in the 
                                                 
19 Ibid., 26-27. 
20 Goeke, 9. 
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use of quick accompaniment figures with rapid text declamation, the bold leaps up and down, 
and this mirrors the youth of both the performers and of their burgeoning relationship.   
 
Sonetto XVI      Sonnet XVI21 
 
Sì come nella penna e nell’ inchiostro  Just as there is a high, a low,  
e l’alto e’l basso e’l mediocre stile,   and a middle style in pen and ink,  
e ne’ marmi l’imagin ricca e vile,  and as within the marble are images  
     rich and poor,  
secondo che’l sa trar l’ingegnio nostro;  according as our fancy knows how to draw  
     them forth: 
 
così, signior mie car, nel petto vostro,  So within your heart, dear love, there are  
     perhaps,  
quante l’orgoglio, è forse ogni atto umile:  as well as pride, some humble feelings:  
ma io sol quel c’a me propio è e simile  but I draw thence only what is my desert  
ne traggo, come fuor nel viso mostro.  and like to what I show outside on my face. 
 
chi semina sospir, lacrime e doglie,   Whoever sows sighs, tears and lamentations 
(l’umor dal ciel terreste, schietto e solo,  (Heaven’s moisture on earth, simple and  
      pure,  
a’ vari semi vario si converte),   adapts itself differently to different seeds)  
 
però pianto e dolor ne miete coglie;   reaps and gathers grief and sadness:  
chi mira alta beltà con sì gran duolo,   whoever looks on high beauty with so great  
     a grief  
dubbie speranze, e pene acerbe e certe.  reaps doubtful hopes and sure and bitter  




This kind of energy is exemplified right away in the first sonnet of the set, Sonetto XVI.  
The text is a grand expression of love, albeit it unrequited.  There is a devil-may-care attitude to 
the sonnet, and an acceptance of the pain that comes from the love felt by the narrator.  The 
setting of the text therefore is aggressive, using Pears’s full range to color phrases.  Britten used 
                                                 
21 All translations in this chapter were prepared by Peter Pears and Elizabeth Mayer and are published in Benjamin 
Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943). 
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a single motive in the accompaniment throughout this song which serves both to set the mood of 
the piece, both angry and confused, and to unify it (See Example 3-8).  
Example 3-8, “Sonetto XVI,” mm. 1-2.22 
 
 
After the bold opening of the piano and voice in setting, “Sì come nella penna e nell’ inchiostro e 
l’alto e’l basso e’l mediocre stile [Just as there is a high, a low, and a middle style in pen and 
ink],” with its repeated high A-naturals (See Example 3-9), Britten set the vocal line into the 
passaggio on a string of sustained E-naturals, for the more intimate, introspective, yearning text 
as the narrator hopes for some return of the love, “Così signior mie car, nel petto vostro, Quante 
l’orgoglio è forse ogni atto umile; Ma io sol quel c’a me propio è e simile [So within your heart, 
dear love, there are perhaps, as well as pride, some humble feelings: but I draw thence only what 
is my desert and like]” (See Example 3-10).  
                                                 
22 Britten, 2. 
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Example 3-9, “Sonetto XVI,” mm.2-5.23 
 
                                                 
23 Ibid., 2. 
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Example 3-10, “Sonetto XVI,” mm. 16-24.24 
 
 
A sense of self-pity is evident is the lower-lying passages in mm. 29-30 of the first sonnet (“Chi 
semina sospir, lacrime e doglie, (l’umor dal ciel terreste, schietto e solo, a’ vari semi vario si 
converte), Però pianto e dolor ne miete coglie [Whoever sows sighs, tears and lamentations –
heaven’s moisture on earth, simple and pure, adapts itself differently to different seeds – reaps 
and gathers grief and sadness]” (See Example 3-11).  
                                                 
24 Ibid., 3-4. 
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25 Ibid., 4-5. 
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The piece closes with a return to the same high, bold statement of the vocal line that opens the 
piece.   
 
Sonetto XXXI     Sonnet XXXI 
 
A che più debb’io mai l’intensa voglia  Why must I go on venting my ardent desire  
sfogar con pianti o con parole meste,  in tears and melancholy words, 
se di tal sorte ‘l ciel, che l’alma veste,  if Heaven that dresses the soul in grief, 
tard’ o per tempo alcun mai non ne spoglia?  never, soon or late, allows relief? 
 
A che’l cor lass’ a più morir m’invoglia,  Why should my weary heart long for death 
s’altri pur dee morir?  Dunque per queste  since all must die?  So to these 
luci l’ore del fin fian men moleste;   eyes my last hours will be less painful, 
ch’ogn’ altro ben val men ch’ogni mia all my grief being greater than any joy. 
     doglia. 
 
però se’l colpo ch’io ne rub’e ‘nvolo   If, therefore, I cannot avoid these blows 
schifar non poss’, almen, s’è destinato,  nay, even seek them, since it is my fate, 
chi entreràn fra la dolcezza e’l duolo?  who is the one that stands always between   
     joy and grief?  
 
Se vint’ e pres’ I’ debb’ esser beato,   If to be happy I must be conquered and held  
     captive, 
maraviglia non è se nud’ e solo   no wonder then that I, unarmed and alone,  
resto prigion d’un cavalier armato.   remain the prisoner of a Cavalier in arms. 
 
 
The text of the second song, Sonetto XXXI, expresses more anger, and this anger is 
represented in the music by the strong rhythms of the vocal line, echoed at times in the fairly 
simplistic accompaniment, which pays homage to the Italian song tradition (See Example 3-12).  
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Example 3-12, (a.) Alessandro Parisotti (attr. Pergolesi) “Se tu m’ami, se tu sospiri,” mm. 
1-4, 26 (b.) “Sonetto XXXI,” mm. 1-4.27 





The rhythmic interest is especially intense in mm. 37-48 with an aggressive double-dotted 
quarter-sixteenth pattern. The repetition of the one pitch (D-natural) in this rhythm helps to focus 
the attention upon the text itself and also exemplifies Britten’s use of Pears’s upper middle voice, 
the region that roughly includes his passaggio, at a piano dynamic for moments of highly 
charged emotional intensity (“Però se’l colpo ch’io ne rub’e ‘nvolo schifar non posso, almen, s’è 
destinato, chi entrerà ‘nfra la dolcezza e’l duolo? [If, therefore, I cannot avoid these blows, nay, 
even seek them, since it is my fate, who is the one that stands always between joy and grief?]”) 
(See Example 3-13). 
                                                 
26 Alessandro Parisotti, ed. Italian Songs and Arias of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (New York: G. 
Schirmer, 1926), 68. 
27 Britten, 6. 
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Example 3-13, “Sonetto XXXI,” mm. 37-48.28 
 
 
The aforementioned problematic high A-naturals occur in the passage set to the text 
“Resto prigion d’un cavalier armato [Remain the prisoner of a cavalier in arms].” Even though 
the passage is difficult in its approach to the high note, it expresses the poet’s pent-up emotion 
being released in a moment of anger, confusion, and lust.  The subsequent repetition of the text at 
a lower pitch level shows the poet’s resolution to accept the consequences of his desires and puts 
Pears in his upper middle voice, with all the possible coloristic effects he had at his disposal (See 
Example 3-14). 
                                                 
28 Ibid., 8. 
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Example 3-14, “Sonetto XXXI,” mm. 58-66.29 
 
 
Sonetto XXX      Sonnet XXX 
 
Veggio co’ be’ vostri occhi un dolce lume  With your lovely eyes I see a sweet light 
che co’ miei ciechi già veder non posso;  that yet with my blind ones I cannot see;  
porto co’ vostri piedi un pondo a dosso,  with your feet I carry a weight on my back 
che de’ mie’ zoppi non è già costume.  which with my lame ones I cannot; 
 
Volo con le vostr’ale senza piume;   With your wings I, wingless, fly; 
col vostr’ ingegno al ciel sempre   with your spirit I move forever heavenward; 
     son mosso; 
                                                 
29 Ibid., 9. 
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dal vostr’ arbitrio son pallido e rosso,  at your wish I blush or turn pale, 
freddo al sol, caldo alle più fredde brume.  cold in the sunshine, or hot in the coldest  
     midwinter. 
 
Nel voler vostro è sol la voglia mia,   My will is in your will alone, 
i mie’ pensier nel vostro cor si fanno,  my thoughts are born in your heart, 
nel vostro fiato son le mie parole.   my words are on your breath. 
 
Come luna da sé sol par ch’io sia,   Alone, I am like the moon in the sky 
ché gli occhi nostri in ciel veder non sanno  which our eyes cannot see 
se non quel tanto che n’accende il sole.  save that part which the sun illumines. 
 
 
The third setting, Sonetto XXX, is of interest both for the text itself, a beautiful 
expression of love without anger or remorse, and for its musical setting.  Britten used Pears’s 
voice to great effect throughout the song, suggesting the connection between the two men in a 
melody that moves gracefully from high to low and back again effortlessly (or seemingly so) 
through different tonalities.  The accompaniment, just as in the first two settings, develops a 
simple motive to serve as a basis for the vocal line, which then expands upon the mood set by the 
piano part.  In this case, the left hand of the piano plays triads while the right arpeggiates chords 
in the differing tonalities (See Example 3-15).  
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Example 3-15, “Sonetto XXX,” mm. 1-7.30 
 
 
The word painting in mm.25-27 is obvious (the melody ascends setting the text “Col vostro 
ingegno al ciel sempre son mosso [With your spirit I move forever heavenward]”) (See Example 
3-16), but also took the singer above the passaggio for an impassioned, joyful expression of his 
indebtedness to the beloved.  
Example 3-16, “Sonetto XXX,” mm. 25-27.31 
 
 
                                                 
30 Ibid., 10. 
31 Ibid., 11. 
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In mm. 39-50, Pears was to sing very softly in his passaggio, and in this way he was able to 
express the innocence and almost submissiveness of the text as he floated the voice (“Nel voler 
vostro è sol la voglia mia, i miei pensier nel vostro cor si fanno, nel vostro fiato son le mie 
parole. [My will is your will alone, my thoughts are born in your heart, my words are on your 
breath.]”) (See Example 3-17).   
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Example 3-17, “Sonetto XXX,” mm. 39-50.32 
 
 
                                                 
32 Ibid., 12. 
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The high B-natural on the word “ciel [heaven],” sometimes problematic for Pears as it lay at the 
top of his range, is another example of word-painting, as the singer’s voice “moved heavenward” 
passionately, yearning for the completion that only his lover could bring to him (See Example 3-
18). 





Sonetto LV      Sonnet LV 
 
Tu sa’ ch’io so, signior mie, che tu sai  Thou know’st, beloved, that I know thou  
     know’st  
ch’i’ venni per goderti più da presso;  that I am come nearer to enjoy thee more;  
e sai ch’i’ so, che tu sa’ ch’i’ son desso: and thou know’st that I know thou know’st  
     that I am still the same. 
a che più indugio a salutarci omai?  why, then, do I hesitate to greet thee? 
 
Se vera è la speranza che mi dài,  If the hope thou givest me is true, 
se vero è’l buon desio che m’è concesso,  if true the strong desire that is granted me, 
rompasi il mur fra l’uno e l’altro messo, the wall between us crumbles, 
ché doppia forza hann’i celati guai.  for secret griefs have double force. 
 
S’i’amo sol di te, signior mie caro,  If I love in thee, beloved,  
quel che di te più ami, non ti sdegni,  only what thou lovest most, do not be angry; 
ché l’un dell’altro spirto s’innamora.  for so one spirit is enamoured of another. 
 
Quel che nel tuo bel volto bramo e ‘mparo, That which in they lovely face I yearn for  
     and seek to grasp, 
                                                 
33 Ibid., 13. 
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e mal compress’ è degli umani ingegni, is but ill understood by human kind, 
chi’l vuol veder convien che prima mora. and he that would see it, first must die. 
 
 
The fourth song, Sonetto LV, perhaps the angriest of the set, is full of dotted rhythms and 
large disjunct intervals in the vocal line to express this anger, set above an angry motive in the 
accompaniment (See Example 3-19).  
Example 3-19, “Sonetto LV,” mm. 1-2.34 
 
 
The composer again used the tenor’s low range for more introspective or intimate moments such 
as at the end of this sonnet (“Chi’l vuol veder convien che prima mora [And he that would see it, 
first must die].”) Pears was called upon to sing in his passaggio again in the recitative section 
found in mm. 26-30, where the highly-charged energy of the preceding text gives way to gentler 
feelings of love, as the angry accompaniment figure dissolves into chords, before returning to a 
more forceful and almost desperate plea (up to an A-flat) that dissolves into despair as the 
melody descends to the bottom of the tenor’s range (“S’i’amo sol di te, signior mie caro, quel 
che di te più ami, non ti sdegni; ché l’un dell’ altro spirto s’innamora.  Quel che nel tuo bel volto 
bramo e ‘mparo e mal compress’ è degli umani ingegni, chi’l vuol veder convien che prima mora  
[If I love in thee, beloved, only what thou lovest most, do not be angry; for so one spirit is 
                                                 
34 Ibid., 14. 
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enamoured of another.  That which is thy lovely face I yearn for and seek to grasp – is but ill 
understood by human kind, and he that would see it, first must die]”) (See Example 3-20). 
Example 3-20, “Sonetto LV,” mm. 19-34.35 
                                                 





Sonetto XXXVIII     Sonnet XXXVIII  
 
Rendete a gli occhi miei, o fonte o fiume, Give back to my eyes, you fountains and  
     rivers, 
l’onde della non vostra e salda vena,  the waves of those strong currents that are  
     not yours, 
che più v’innalza e cresce, e con più lena which make you swell and grow with  
     greater power  
che non è’l vostro natural costume.  than is your natural way. 
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E tu, folt’aír, che’l celeste lume   And thou, heavy air, that dims the heavenly  
     light 
tempri a’ tristi occhi, de’ sospir mie piena,  to my sad eyes, so full of my sighs art thou, 
rendigli al cor mio lasso e rasserena  give them back to my weary heart and  
     lighten 
tua scura faccia al mio visivo acume.  thy dark face to my eye’s keen sight. 
 
Renda la terra i passi a le mie piante,  Earth, give me back my footsteps 
ch’ancor l’erba germogli che gli è tolta, that the grass may sprout again where it was  
     trod; 
e’l suono Ecco, già sorda a mie lamenti; and Echo, yet deaf to my laments, give back  
     thy sound; 
 
Gli sguardi a gli occhi mie’ tue luci sante,  and you blest pupils give back to my eyes  
     their glances; 
ch’io possa altra bellezza un’altra volta  that I another time may love another beauty, 
amar, po’ che di me non ti contenti.  since with me you are not satisfied. 
 
 
The text of the fifth setting, Sonetto XXXVIII, describes a man who wants to be returned 
to the days before this unrequited love took hold, and with the increasing intensity of the emotion 
the pitch rises.  Over an accompaniment which is meant to represent that of a lute (See Example 
3-21), a dotted rhythm in the vocal line seems to disrupt the 6/8 meter and keep the listener on 
edge (See Example 3-22).   
Example 3-21, “Sonetto XXXVIII,” mm. 1-4.36 
 
                                                 
36 Ibid., 18. 
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Example 3-22, “Sonetto XXXVIII,” mm. 5-8.37 
 
 
This setting ends in the lower middle voice, where Pears could draw on a heavy, mournful sound 
to express the despair at the end of this sonnet.  (“Gli sguardi agli occhi miei tue luci sante, ch’i’ 
possa altra bellezza un’altra volta amar, po’ che di me non ti contenti. [And you blest pupils give 
back to my eyes their glances; that I another time may love another beauty, since with me you 
are not satisfied]” (See Example 3-23).  
                                                 
37 Ibid., 18. 
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This setting is indicative of the way the composer would write for his lover’s voice in the 
future.  It has a climax to a high A-flat in the middle of the piece (See Example 3-24), but much 
of the drama of the text was set for the middle voice, because it was in this register that Pears 
could bring more color to his voice to heighten the meaning of the text.   
Example 3-24, “Sonetto XXXVIII,” mm. 43-44.39 
 
 
                                                 
39 Ibid., 20 
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Although Britten’s later works for Pears certainly contained pitches above the passaggio, the 
composer did not always reserve the high notes for the final climax of the piece; he instead found 
other ways to utilize Pears’s voice for dramatic effect including large melodic skips, great 
dynamic contrast, or the use of the mournful and fragile sound of notes slightly lower in his 
range, in his passaggio as opposed to above it.   
 
Sonetto XXXII    Sonnet XXXII 
 
S’un casto amor, s’una pietà superna, If love be chaste, if pity heavenly, 
S’una fortuna infra dua amanti eguale, If fortune equal between two lovers; 
S’un’ aspra sorte all’un dell’altro cale, If a bitter fate is shared by both, 
S’un spirto, s’un voler duo cor governa; And if one spirit, one will rules two hearts; 
 
S’un’anima in duo corpi è fatta eterna, If in two bodies one soul is made eternal, 
Ambo levando al cielo e con pari ale; Raising both to heaven on the same wings; 
S’Amor d’un colpo e d’un dorato strale If at one stroke and with a gilded arrow 
Le viscier di duo petti arda e discierna; Love burns and pierces two hearts to the  
     core; 
 
S’amar l’un l’altro e nessun se medesmo, If in loving one another, forgetting one’s  
     self, 
D’un gusto e d’un diletto, a tal mercede With one pleasure and one delight there is  
     such reward  
C’a un fin voglia l’uno e l’altro porre: that both wills strive for the same end; 
 
Se mille e mille, non sarien centesmo If thousands and thousands do not make  
     one hundredth part 
A tal nodo d’amore, a tanta fede;  To such a bond of love, to such constancy, 
E sol l’isdegnio il può rompere e sciorre. Can, then, mere anger break and dissolve it? 
 
 
The youthfulness of the voice at this time allowed for the aggressive passage of patter in 
the sixth sonnet, Sonetto XXXII, which an older Pears would certainly have been capable of 
singing but not with the same degree of vigor (See Example 3-25).   
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The accompaniment is just as aggressive, if not more so, again developing a motive throughout 
the setting which supports the affect of the text (See Example 3-26).  
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Example 3-26, “Sonetto XXXII,” mm. 1-4.41 
 
 
This sonnet also sits fairly high in the tenor’s range: this was a good range for the tenor to get the 
text out and to be fairly intelligible. The poet clearly defies anyone to find fault with the love 
between the two men, (“Se mille e mille, non sarien centesmo a tal nodo d’amore, a tanta fede; e 
sol l’isdegnio il può rompere e sciorre. [If thousands and thousands do not make one hundredth 
part to such a bond of love, to such constancy, can, then, mere anger break and dissolve it?]”) 
which was clearly a very assertive statement for Britten to be making in the homophobic 
                                                 
41 Ibid., 22. 
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atmosphere of the United Kingdom at this time, and the athleticism of both parts clearly 
expresses this idea of an unbreakable love, although as mentioned before, the Italian language 
did help to mute the statement. 
 
Sonetto XXIV     Sonnet XXIV 
 
Spirto ben nato, in cui si spechia e vede Noble soul, in whose chaste and dear limbs 
Nelle tue belle membra oneste e care  Are reflected all that nature  
Quante natura e’l ciel tra no’ può fare, and heaven can achieve with us, 
Quand’a null’ altra suo bell’opra cede: The paragon of their works: 
 
Spirto leggiadro, in cu’ si spera e crede Graceful soul, within whom one hopes and  
     believes 
Dentro, come di fuor nel viso appare, Love, Pity and Mercy are dwelling,  
Amor, pietà, mercé, cose si rare,  As they appear in your face; 
Che ma’ furn’in beltà con tanta fede;  Things so rare and never found in beauty so  
     truly: 
 
L’amor mi prende e la beltà mi lega;  Love takes me captive, and Beauty binds  
     me; 
La pietà, la mercé con dolci sguardi  Pity and Mercy with sweet glances fill my  
     heart 
Ferma speranz’al cor par che ne doni. With a strong hope. 
 
Qual uso o qual governo al mondo niega, What law or earthly government, 
Qual crudeltà per tempo o qual più tardi, What cruelty now or to come, 
C’a si bel viso morte non perdoni?  Could forbid Death to spare such a lovely  
     face? 
 
 
The text of the last sonnet, Sonetto XXIV, is a grand expression of love with less anger 
bubbling under the surface; consequently the vocal line is much more lyrical. After an extended 
piano solo, grand and noble mirroring the affect of the text (See Example 3-27), the vocal line is 
just as grand in its own respect, extending an octave and a fifth in the first lengthy statement of 
the voice and an octave and a sixth in the second.  
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Example 3-27, “Sonetto XXIV,” mm. 1-8.42 
 
 
Throughout this sonnet, the composer gave his partner the opportunity to use different colors of 
his voice: bold high A-naturals at the beginning of the first two verses which seem to dare the 
listener to challenge this love, and use of the full expanse of the tenor’s range as if to show the 
extent of the love (See Example 3-28).  
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Example 3-28, “Sonetto XXIV,” mm. 21-28.43 
 
 
Britten once again used Pears’s lower voice to express the intimacy of the last statements of this 
sonnet (“Qual uso o qual governo al mondo niega, qual crudeltà per tempo o qual più tardi, c’a si 
bel viso morte non perdoni? [What law or earthly government, what cruelty now or to come, 
could forbid Death to spare such a lovely face?]” (See Example 3-29).   
 
                                                 
43 Ibid., 27-28. 
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Example 3-29, “Sonetto XXIV,” mm. 35-40.44 
 
 
The accompaniment is sparse here, so as to allow the singer to be heard, and the effect of the 
quiet, almost weak sound of the tenor’s low voice indicates an awe at the beauty of the narrator’s 
object of affection. 
With this first cycle, we see the two men engaged in the early stages of an ongoing 
artistic collaboration.  In Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, we are able to discern the composer’s 
approach to text-setting and the tenor’s ability to communicate those ideas to an audience. 
Although Pears was reluctant to attempt these songs before he felt vocally ready for them,45 the 
pieces were very well-written for him to express the meanings of the texts dramatically.  The 
composer already was able to use Pears’s voice to express the texts just as the tenor was able to 
                                                 
44 Ibid., 29. 
45 Goeke, 16. 
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understand and communicate Britten’s intentions, and they only continued to improve these 
skills in the compositions that followed. 
The texts of this cycle are those of a man who is at first confused and upset by his 
feelings of love (for another man) but slowly comes to terms with his anger, the unrequited 
nature of the love, and society’s treatment of his feelings.  The extent to which these texts are 
autobiographical is debatable, other than the fact that they deal with homosexuality.  That is to 
say, the songs in the cycle do not represent the story of the relationship between Britten and 
Pears.  However, it is reasonable to assume that the feelings expressed in the sonnets chosen by 
the composer were those experienced by either or both of the men in their lives to that point in 
relationships with others, if not with each other.  In this way, the composer chose texts with 
subject matter with which both performers could identify psychologically and arranged them in 
such a manner as to form a cohesive narrative which he knew the singer could communicate 
well.  The musical style of the composition is at times grand and operatic in the Italian tradition, 
specifically in the use of the tenor’s high notes for climactic passages.  The accompaniments 
develop short motives which helped to set the mood for each poem and allowed the tenor to 
further express the meaning of each poem.   
These traits, the ability to infuse the poems with a style appropriate to their own 
composition and creating accompaniments which support the emotions of the poetry, are 
apparent in the following works as well, giving each cycle its own identity. The composer’s 
careful selection of texts and consideration of interest from both performers continues to be 
found in the subsequent cycles as well.
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CHAPTER 4 




 Five years elapsed between the composition of Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo and The 
Holy Sonnets of John Donne.  During the interval, Britten and Pears returned to the United 
Kingdom, and as part of their service as conscientious objectors gave recitals across the country.1  
Their performances included not only the composer’s own works, among these being the setting 
of the Michelangelo Sonnets, but Franz Schubert’s lieder and airs by Henry Purcell as well.  The 
influence of these composers on the way that Britten set the text of the Holy Sonnets is apparent 
almost immediately, as is the composer’s developing musical style and the confidence he had in 
his partner’s abilities both technically and expressively exemplified by the setting of the texts in 
this cycle. 
 Just as in the Michelangelo Sonnets, the composer carefully chose and ordered John 
Donne’s sonnets in such a way as to create a psychological journey from the beginning to the 
end.  The order in which the nineteen sonnets were published by Donne is not known, 2 and the 
sonnets in their entirety form no particular narrative on their own: the narrative of the cycle 
therefore was of Britten’s own imagination.  The journey begins as the poet expresses despair 
over his own brokenness (“Oh My Blacke Soule!”) followed by self-pitying anger towards his 
maker in the second (“Batter My Heart”).  This emotion gives way in the third setting (“O Might 
Those Sighes and Teares”) to feelings of brokenness and self-pity in the midst of more sorrowful 
questioning.  This is followed in the fourth by more panicked feelings (“Oh, To Vex Me”) and 
then in the fifth by the realization of his guilt (“What If This Present”).  The sixth setting is the 
                                                 
1 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), 118-119. 
2 Rembert Bryce Herbert, Jr,  “An Analysis of Nine Holy Sonnets of John Donne Set to Music by Benjamin Britten.” 
(Ph.D. diss., American University, 1974): 10. 
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clearest statement of the cause of this spiritual crisis, from which point the poet can begin to heal 
(“Since She Whom I Loved”).  The seventh setting (“At the Round Earth’s Imagined Corners”) 
is a more hopeful representation of the Judgment Day (as compared to the poet’s representation 
of it in the fifth song), as he asks for guidance.  The eighth is a passionate challenge to God to 
teach the poet salvation (“Thou Hast Made Me”), and the final setting (“Death, Be Not Proud”) 
is the resolution of all this crisis, a realization that the poet can in fact triumph over adversity and 
that death has no power over him.  
 In The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, Britten used the tenor’s upper middle voice for more 
heroic, steadfast statements since, when he covered the sound in this region of his voice, Pears 
was able to produce a very warm, rich tone.  The range of the cycle is similar to that of the 
Michelangelo songs although not as consistently high: it spans from the C below middle C to the 
B-flat above it, but there is a greater range within phrases in comparison to that of the previous 
cycle. The angularity of phrases in certain of these settings was meant to express the tormented 
nature of the texts.  The singer was required to stay in a lower range at times, which is something 
Pears could do to great effect either to express anger, as if through clenched teeth, a passive 
acceptance, or even a sneering defiance. At the other extreme, throughout the cycle there is 
urgency to the high notes. These high notes are meant to be neither heroic nor steadfast, but 
instead they express feelings that are emotionally unstable and highly charged. 
 
Oh My Blacke Soule! 
Oh my blacke Soule! Now thou art summoned 
By sicknesse, death’s herald, and champion; 
Thou art like a pilgrim, which abroad hath done 
Treason, and durst not turne to whence hee is fled, 
Or like a thiefe, which till death’s doome be read, 
Wisheth himselfe deliver’d from prison; 
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But damn’d and hal’d to execution, 
Wisheth that still he might be imprisoned. 
Yet grace, if thou repent, thou canst not lacke; 
But who shall give thee that grace to beginne? 
Oh make thy selfe with holy mourning blacke, 
And red with blushing, as thou art with sinne; 
Or wash thee in Christ’s blood, which hath this might 
That being red, it dyes red soules to white. 
 
 
The first setting in the cycle, “Oh My Blacke Soule,” begins with a dotted figure in the 
accompaniment, a single pitch in four octaves, which establishes the heavy mood of the piece 
(See Example 4-1).   
Example 4-1, “O My Blacke Soule!,” mm. 1-2. 3 
 
This motive in the accompaniment is repeated throughout the piece.  The opening is followed by 
a very angular melody traversing just over an octave in four notes (See Example 4-2).  
                                                 
3 Benjamin Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, opus 35 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1946), 3. Examples 
from “Oh My Blacke Soule” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Throughout these settings of the Holy Sonnets this kind of angularity can be found, attesting to 
the composer’s knowledge that the singer, capable of negotiating such leaps, would be able to 
use the colors of his voice to express the angularity of emotion expressed in a particular passage.  
This setting in particular is full of examples of very disjunct melodic ideas, for example at the 
text “Or like a thiefe,” “damn’d and hal’d to execution,” and “. . . it dyes red soules to white . . .” 
(See Example 4-3).  
                                                 
4 Ibid., 3. 
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The opening melodic idea returns in m. 31 as the narrator turns to God for guidance in his time 
of suffering and confusion (See Example 4-4).  
                                                 
5 Ibid., 4, 5, 6. 
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To express more intensely the anger and confusion of the text, the singer is not taken very high 
in his range which allowed the tenor to use a heavier tone quality and thereby helped him to 
portray a man weighed down by his spiritual dilemma.  Throughout the cycle, the composer used 
this technique to express anger, whereas he was inclined to reserve pitches above the passaggio 
for moments of greater defiance. 
 
Batter My Heart 
 
Batter my heart, three person’d God; for you 
As yet but knocke, breathe, shine, and seeke to mend; 
That I may rise, and stand, o’erthrow mee, and bend 
Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make me new. 
I, like an usurpt towne, to’another due, 
Labour to’admit you, but Oh, to no end, 
Resaon your viceroy in mee, mee should defend, 
But is captiv’d, and proves weake or untrue. 
Yet dearely I love you, and would be loved faine, 
But am bethroth’d unto your enemie: 
Divorce mee, untie, or breake that knot againe, 
Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I 
Except you enthrall mee, never shall be free, 
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish mee. 
 
  
                                                 
6 Ibid., 5. 
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“Batter My Heart,” the second setting, could be compared to the sixth of the 
Michelangelo settings because of its quick accompaniment figures and quick text declamation, 
but the overall musical effect is quite different than that of the earlier piece (See Examples 4-5 
and 4-6).  
Example 4-5, “Batter My Heart,” mm. 1-4.7 
 
 
                                                 
7 Ibid., 7. Examples from “Batter My Heart” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 4-6, “Sonetto XXXII” from Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, mm. 5-8.8 
 
 
This setting does not have the same aggressiveness equally in both the accompaniment and the 
vocal line, more of it is to be found in the accompaniment. In this way, the anger expressed in the 
John Donne setting is heavier, more weighed down, and the poet seems less near to a resolution 
of his torment, whereas in the Michelangelo Sonnets the poet expressed his anger as a resolution 
of his problem.  
                                                 
8 Benjamin Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943), 22. 
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This second setting in the cycle lies higher in range than the first, and it expresses more 
uncontrolled rage and recklessness.  The tenor’s sound in this slightly higher range could be 
mournful and almost pitiful, unstable and certainly fragile. The steadfastness of the first sonnet, 
expressed in a slightly lower range, has been superceded by emotional instability: the vocal line 
seems tossed about by the quicker triplet figures in the accompaniment just as the poet felt tossed 
about by God.  The rhythmic motive which, as in the first, is repeated throughout the setting, is 
echoed by the vocal line throughout, (“that I may rise,” “Labour to admit you,” “Reason your 
viceroy in mee”) (See Example 4-7), but as the poet becomes more distressed the rhythm of the 
vocal line is slowed down slightly, at the text “Divorce mee, untie” (See Example 4-8) putting it 
in conflict with the rhythm of the accompaniment.   
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Example 4-7, “Batter My Heart,” (a.) mm. 6, (b.) 14-15, (c.) 19.9 
  (a.) 
 
  (b.) 
  





                                                 
9 Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, 7, 8, 9. 
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Example 4-8, “Batter My Heart,” m. 31.10 
 
 
This conflict adds weight to the vocal line, and in this way the singer was able to express more 
strongly the increasing internal conflict. 
 
O Might Those Sighes and Teares 
 
O might those sighes and teares returne againe 
Into my breast and eyes, which I have spent, 
That I might in this holy discontent 
Mourne with some fruit, as I have mourn’d in vaine; 
In mine Idolatry what show’rs of rain 
Mine eyes did waste?  What griefs my heart did rent? 
That sufferance was my sinne; now I repent; 
‘cause I did suffer I must suffer paine. 
Th’hydroptique drunkard, and night-scouting thiefe, 
The itchy Lecher, and self tickling proud 
Have the remembrance of past joyes, for reliefe 
Of coming ills. To poore me is allow’d 
No ease; for, long, yet vehement griefe hath been 
Th’effect and cause, the punishment and sinne. 
 
  
The third of the Holy Sonnets, “O Might Those Sighes and Teares,” requires perfect 
intonation, especially with the half-steps which the composer used to sound like weeping and 
moaning (See Example 4-9).  
                                                 
10 Ibid., 10. 
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The accompaniment, as it had in the previous two sonnets, sets up this motive in the introduction 
and continues to develop it throughout, helping both to set the tone for the piece, and to unify it 
(See Example 4-10).  
 
                                                 




Example 4-10, “O Might Those Sighes and Teares,” mm. 1-2.12 
 
 
The vocal line is chromatic, lying primarily in the tenor’s passaggio, which allowed the tenor to 
sing the text in an almost whiny, broken sound, showing the emotional state of the text, 
especially on climactic phrases such as “That I might in this holy discontent mourne,” “That 
sufferance was my sinne, now I repent,” and “Have the remembrance of past joyes for reliefe of 
coming ills” (See Example 4-11).   
                                                 
12 Ibid., 12. 
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13 Ibid., 12, 13, 14. 
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The composer set the vocal line progressively higher throughout the setting, finally up to a high 
A-natural, on the text “The itchy lecher and self tickling proud” (See Example 4-12), continuing 
to use the tone-painting of the minor seconds, showing the increasing fragility of the contents of 
the text. 




Oh, To Vex Me 
Oh, to vex me, contraryes meet in one: 
Inconstancy unnaturally hath begott 
A constant habit; that when I would not 
I change in vowes, and in devotione. 
As humorous is my contritione 
As my profane Love, and as soone forgott: 
As ridlingly distemper’d, cold and hott, 
As praying, as mute; as infinite, as none. 
I durst not view Heav’n yesterday; and to day 
In prayers, and flatt’ring speaches I court God: 
To morrow I quake with true feare of his rod. 
So my devout fitts come and go away 
Like a fantastique Ague: save that here 
Those are my best dayes, when I shake with feare. 
  
                                                 
14 Ibid., 14. 
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In the fourth setting, “Oh, To Vex Me,” Britten used a broken accompaniment figure 
motive (See Example 4-13), reappearing throughout the setting, underneath a more broken, 
recitative-like vocal style to express the inconstancy described in the text.   
Example 4-13, “Oh, To Vex Me,” mm. 1-2. 15 
 
 
The composer also used large skips in most phrases to accent the disjointed quality of the text, 
knowing that his partner would be able to use the disjunct melody to his advantage by using 
different tone colors within the phrases to express further the disjointed emotional quality of the 
text at moment like “contraryes meet in one,” “unnaturally hath begott,” “and as soon forgott,” 
and “come and go away” (See Example 4-14).  
                                                 
15 Ibid., 15. Examples from “Oh, To Vex Me” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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16 Ibid., 15, 16, 18. 
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One of the most remarkable vocal events in this setting, however, is the thirty-seven note 
melisma used as word-painting on the text “shake” (See Example 4-15), which owes to the 
influence of Henry Purcell, as seen in his song “Sweeter than Roses” (Example 4-16). 
Example 4-15, “Oh, To Vex Me,” mm. 63-71.17 
 
 
                                                 
17 Ibid., 19. 
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What If This Present 
What if this present were the world’s last night? 
Marke in my heart, O Soule, where thou dost dwell, 
The picture of Christ crucified, and tell 
Whether that countenance can thee affright, 
Teares in his eyes quench the amazing light, 
Blood fills his frownes, which from his pierc’d head fell. 
And can that tongue adjudge thee into hell, 
Which pray’d forgivenesse for his foes fierce spight? 
No, no; but as in my idolatrie 
I said to all my profane mistresses, 
Beauty, of pity, foulnesse onely is 
A signe of rigour: so I say to thee, 
To wicked spirits are horrid shapes assign’d, 
This beauteous forme assures a piteous minde. 
 
 
Comparisons have been made between the setting of “What If This Present” and the 
second song in Schubert’s Die Winterreise, “Die Wetterfahne,” because of the use of the 
                                                 
18 Henry Purcell, 40 Songs for Voice and Piano (New York: International Music Company, 1958), 16-17. 
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accompaniment to express a windy, stormy day: John Donne’s representation is of the 
Judgment Day (See Examples 4-17 and 4-18).19  
Example 4-17, Franz Schubert, “Die Wetterfahne,” mm. 1-5. 20 
 
 
Example 4-18, “What If This Present,” mm. 1-2. 21 
 
 
In both accompaniments, the use of the quick ascending notes and the trills is notable. The 
vocal line in the Donne setting imitates the contour of the opening melodic idea of the 
accompaniment (See Example 4-19), giving emphasis to the idea of a stormy day, an idea of 
Britten’s not necessarily present in the poem itself.   
 
                                                 
19 Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), 131. 
20 Franz Schubert, 200 Songs in Three Volumes, Volume 1: 100 Songs (New York: International Music Company, 
1961), 56. 
21 Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, 20. Examples from “What If This Present” reproduced with kind 
permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 4-19, “What If This Present,” mm. 3-4. 22 
 
 
Throughout his setting there are examples of word-painting, including especially the 
chromatic melisma on the word “crucified,” set in Pears’s passaggio, where he could add a 
little weight to the sound while still sounding shocked (See Example 4-20).   
                                                 
22 Ibid., 20. 
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          Example 4-20, “What If This Present,” mm. 9-10.23 
 
 
The panic infused by Britten into the text is expressed in the higher tessitura of the first 
half of the song.  This includes the highest note of the cycle, a desperate plea for 
“forgivenesse” (See Example 4-21) and by the yearning screams “No!” (See Example 4-22).   
                                                 
23 Ibid., 21. 
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Example 4-22, “What If This Present,” mm. 22-24.25 
 
                                                 
24 Ibid., 22. 
25 Ibid., 22-23. 
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After that point, the tessitura of the vocal line drops, which allowed Pears to use the richer 
quality of his lower middle voice to express the utter despair and guilt of the poet. 
 
 
Since She Whom I Lov’d 
 
Since she whom I lov’d hath payd her last debt 
To Nature, and to hers, and my good is dead, 
And her soule early into heaven ravished, 
Wholly on heavenly things my mind is sett. 
Here the admyring her my mind did whett 
To seeke thee God; so streames do shew their head; 
But though I have found thee, and thou my thirst hast fed, 
A holy thirsty dropsy melts mee yett. 
But why should I begg more Love, when as thou 
Dost wooe my soul for hers; off’ring all thine: 
And dost not only feare least I allow 
My love to Saints and Angels things divine, 
But in thy tender jealousy dost doubt 
Least the World, Fleshe, yea Devill putt thee out. 
 
 
The sixth setting, “Since She Whom I Loved,” could also be compared to Lieder of 
Schubert such as “Nacht und Träume” in his use of rocking chords in the accompaniment and in 
the lyric melodic line (See Examples 4-23 and 4-24).  
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Example 4-23, Franz Schubert, “Nacht und Träume,” mm. 1-4. 26 
 
 
Example 4-24, “Since She Whom I Loved,” mm. 1-2. 27 
 
 
The use of the simple meter in the vocal line against the compound meter in the accompaniment 
helped to express the desperation of this man, who has suffered the greatest loss he can imagine: 
the effect is that the singer cannot keep up with the accompaniment throughout the piece, 
including at the text “Here the admyring her my mind . . . a holy thirsty dropsy melts mee yet” 
(See Example 4-25).  
                                                 
26 Schubert, 238. 
27 Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, 25. Examples from “Since She Whom I Loved” reproduced with kind 
permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 4-25, “Since She Whom I Loved,” mm. 17-26.28 
 
 
The vocal line of this setting starts relatively low so that the tenor could express the 
emotions of the stunned poet (“Since she whom I loved hath payd her last debt”).  The melody 
then ascends into the passaggio where the tenor could show more overt emotion by adding more 
color to his voice at the text “and my good is dead” (See Example 4-26).  
                                                 
28 Ibid., 25. 
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Example 4-26, “Since She Whom I Loved,” mm. 6-7. 29 
 
 
It then moves into the top voice briefly at the text “And her Soule early into Heaven” (See 
Example 4-27), which allowed the tenor to express the effect of bitter weeping followed by the 
restoration of control over his emotions, and the vocal line descended in pitch.   
Example 4-27, “Since She Whom I Loved,” mm. 8-10.30 
 
 
The ascent begins again, this time climbing higher more quickly, and the use of the high voice 
allowed the singer to express the pity and raw emotion to an even greater degree (“But in thy 
tender jealousy”) (See Example 4-28). 
                                                 
29 Ibid., 25. 
30 Ibid., 25. 
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At The Round Earth’s Imagin’d Corners 
At the round earth’s imagin’d corners, blow 
Your trumpets, Angels, and arise, arise 
From death, you numberless infinities 
Of soules, and to your scattr’d bodies goe, 
All whom the flood did, and fire shall o’erthrow, 
All whom warre, dearth, age, agues, tyrannies, 
Despaire, law, chance, hath slaine, and you whose eyes, 
Shall behold God, and never taste death’s woe. 
But let them sleepe, Lord, and mee mourne aspace, 
For, if above all these, my sinnes abound, 
‘Tis late to ask abundance of thy grace, 
When we are there; here on this lowly ground, 
Teach me how to repent; for that’s as good 
As if thou hadst seal’d my pardon, with thy blood. 
 
 
The quintuplet vocal melismas used throughout the seventh sonnet, “At the Earth’s 
Imagined Corners,” are repeated throughout the piece at different pitch levels, primarily in the 
middle to high voice (See Example 4-29).   
                                                 
31 Ibid., 28. 
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Example 4-29, “At The Round Earth’s Imagined Corners,” (a.) mm. 2, (b.) 8, (c.) 21,  
(d.) 24-25, (e.) 31.32 
 
(a.)   
 
(b.)       (c.) 
 





                                                 
32 Ibid., 29-32. Examples from “At the Round Earth’s Imagined Corners” reproduced with kind permission of 
Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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These melismas, along with the D major tonality which predominates throughout the piece, give 
the vocal line a certain graceful energy and helped the tenor to express the text’s emotions, more 
positive than those as yet expressed. Pears was excellent at performing these melismas cleanly 
and using them for the expressive purpose for which they were intended.   
At this point in the cycle as Britten has organized it, the narrator has identified the 
problem and seeks to solve it.  Although there is still a pleading quality in the text, it is neither 
desperate nor deprecating. Instead, the narrator seems to expect to get the answers he needs.  The 
accompaniment, which repeats a horn call (Judgment Day) and tremolo figure throughout the 
setting (See Example 4-30), and the energy of the vocal line, in part due to the repeated 
melismas, combine to represent this more positive outlook. 




Thou Hast Made Me 
Thou hast made me, And shall thy work decay? 
Repaire me now, for now mine end doth haste, 
I runne to death, and death meets me as fast, 
And all my pleasures are like yesterday; 
I dare not move my dim eyes any way, 
                                                 
33 Ibid., 29. 
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Despaire behind, and death before doth cast 
Such terror, and my feeble flesh doth waste 
By sinne in it, which it t’wards hell doth weigh; 
Onely thou art above, and when t’wards thee 
By thy leave I can looke, I rise againe; 
But our old subtle foe so tempteth me, 
That not one houre my selfe I can sustaine; 
Thy Grace may wing me to prevent his art, 
And thou like Adamant draw mine iron heart. 
 
 
The raw emotion found in the second setting (“Batter My Heart”) returns in the eighth, 
“Thou Hast Made Me,” however this time it seems that the narrator’s faith has returned. The 
accompaniment again is vigorous, but the vocal line is less so (See Example 4-31).   
Example 4-31, “Thou Hast Made Me,” mm. 16-19.34 
 
 
                                                 
34 Ibid., 33. Examples from “Thou Hast Made Me” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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The resoluteness of this text, as opposed to the panicked, confused statements of the second 
song, is shown through the more stable vocal line, which has more conjunct motion or skips 
within chords. 
The angularity of the melody in mm. 36-44 (“Despaire behind, and death before . . . 
towards Hell doth weigh”) is replaced by a very tonal statement in mm. 45-47 (an E-flat major 
arpeggio up to a high G) which is repeated in mm. 51-54, to the text “Onely thou art above” and 
“I rise againe” (See Example 4-32 and 4-33).   
Example 4-32, “Thou Hast Made Me,” mm. 36-44.35 
 
 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 34-35. 
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The defiance expressed by the singer in a tonally unambiguous arpeggio against the unstable 
tonality of the previous phrases, and the use of the sustained high G’s at the end of those phrases 
show that the emotional state of the text is more stable and less tormented than he was in the 
second sonnet.  This stability is further accentuated at the text “Thy Grace may wing me to 
prevent his art, and thou like adamant” by the seventeen repeated E-flats (eight measures worth) 
that lead to the final vocal flourish (“draw mine iron heart”) (See Example 4-34). 
                                                 
36 Ibid., 35. 
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37 Ibid., 36 
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Death, Be Not Proud 
Death be not proud, though some have called thee 
Mighty and dreadfull, for, thou are not soe, 
For, those, whom thou think’st, thou dost overthrow, 
Die not, poore death, nor yet canst thou kill mee. 
From rest and sleepe, which but thy pictures bee, 
Much pleasure, then from thee, much more must flow, 
And soonest our best men with thee do goe, 
Rest of their bones, and soules deliverie. 
Thou art slave to Fate, Chance, kings, and desperate men, 
And dost with poyson, warre, and sickness dwell, 
And poppie, or charmes, can make us sleepe as well, 
And better than thy stroake; why swell’st thou then? 
One short sleepe past, wee wake eternally, 
And death shall be no more; death, thou shalt die. 
 
 
Another Purcellian device used in the cycle is the ground bass passacaglia in the final 
piece, “Death, Be Not Proud.”  The composer used this device to express the triumph over death 
indicated in the sonnet: the text suggests that there is in fact no end to life, and the repeated bass 
line despite the harmonic changes above it seems to affirm this belief (See Example 4-35).  
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Example 4-35, “Death, Be Not Proud,” mm. 1-6.38 
 
 
The steadfastness found in the first sonnet returns in the text of the ninth, albeit without the 
torment, and accordingly the tessitura is lower.   
Britten set this text in this manner so that Pears again could use a more covered tone to 
his sound, in this case more mature, more stable emotionally, and more confident vocal quality.  
The vocal line lingers just below the staff quite a bit in this setting since the tenor was able to 
bring a richness to the sound in this lower range when at a softer dynamic level.  The composer 
allowed for the softer dynamic through the economy of means in the accompaniment (See 
Example 4-36).   
                                                 
38 Ibid., 37. Examples from “Death, Be Not Proud” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 4-36, “Death, Be Not Proud,” mm. 32-35.39 
 
 
At these lower pitches the tenor could almost seem to taunt or sneer at death throughout the piece 
until its final statements, when the narrator reveals that he cannot be conquered even by death 
(See Example 4-37). 
                                                 
39 Ibid., 39. 
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Example 4-37, “Death, Be Not Proud,” mm. 55-63.40 
 
 
In the time between the composition of Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo and The Holy 
Sonnets of John Donne, Britten and Pears had returned to England after their extended stay in the 
United States.  While the tenor gained experience and renown on the opera stage, portraying 
major tenor roles in the standard repertoire, the composer was finishing up work on what would 
be his first operatic masterpiece, Peter Grimes.  They also regularly performed art song recitals 
which included not only the Michelangelo cycle, but also lieder of Franz Schubert and airs by 
Henry Purcell. As their confidence grew so did their artistry, and this is exemplified in The Holy 
Sonnets of John Donne.   
                                                 
40 Ibid., 40. 
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The musical style of the work is not only influenced by the works of Purcell and 
Schubert, the works of whom were often programmed by the duo, but also by the texts 
themselves. The texts of The Holy Sonnets of John Donne are more dramatic and much angrier 
than those of the Michelangelo Sonnets, and Britten’s setting shows this.  This increased drama 
was also indicated by the tenor’s developing acting ability.  Compared to the earlier work, the 
composer used the power of his partner’s upper middle voice for more stable climaxes in this 
cycle, reserving higher notes for less stable emotional moments.   
As with the settings of the Michelangelo Sonnets, though, the composer carefully 
selected texts which combined to form a single narrative thread which he knew the tenor could 
communicate to audiences.  These texts would have appealed to both men in that the poems 
could be seen to express some of their shared political values as both pacifists and as homosexual 
men.  The choice and arrangement of texts and their setting in this cycle are a testament to the 
ongoing development of the artistry of the two men, as well as to the development of their 
personal relationship.  The influence of their professional lives upon the composition is evident, 
and continued to be an influence upon the compositions yet to be discussed. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Winter Words: Lyrics and Ballads of Thomas Hardy, opus 52 
(1953) 
 
Britten composed Winter Words in 1953 following a number of his operas, including 
Albert Herring and The Rape of Lucretia.  It predates The Turn of the Screw but shares with it 
not only a theme, the loss of innocence and the consequent regret, but also a musical language 
that is at times informed by the style of recitative that he had been developing in his operas. The 
texts of Winter Words are quite different from those of the cycles he had already composed for 
his partner as is the overall structure of the cycle.  
The texts of the Michelangelo Sonnets were energetic, those of a man deeply in love 
whose love is not being returned as he would wish, and so there are moments of great agony and 
torment as well as moments of great passion and love. The John Donne sonnets were also highly 
passionate: this man was feeling that his soul was in torment and in that way he was questioning 
his spirituality.  The text-setting in both of these cycles is indicative of these emotions. The 
Hardy poems do not have this kind of passion: they express a different kind of torment and quite 
often in a more passive way.  The texts are despairing, but there is an acceptance of the despair: a 
wistfulness without bitter anger.  This is a man looking back and seeing that the innocence and 
ignorance of youth have been lost and laments that loss by commenting upon it. The musical 
settings of the text are therefore not as aggressively passionate as the previous cycles, at least not 
until the last song of the cycle.   
Britten chose the eight poems for his cycle from six different publications of Thomas 
Hardy’s poetry dating from 1909 to 1928.1  Only one of the poems, “Proud Songsters,” comes 
from the posthumous collection of Hardy poetry entitled Winter Words, the title of which Britten 
                                                 
1 Annabelle Paetsch, “Aspects of Narrativity and Temporality in Britten's Winter Words.” Music & Letters  79 
(November 1998): 538. 
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used for the title of this cycle.  The narrative that Britten created for this cycle differs from those 
of the two compositions already discussed in this paper in that the narrator is not always a figure 
in the action of the poem.  This adds to the feeling of distance, the feeling of the “persona of the 
adult observer in his later years,”2  who laments the loss of his youthful innocence and the forces 
that took it away.  The anger and incredulousness of the narrator increases throughout the cycle 
as Britten has conceived of it, culminating not in a solution to the problem in the last setting, 
“Before Life and After,” but in the clearest statement of the problem, that being the loss of 
innocence associated with the onset of adulthood.  
Just as in the previous cycles, Britten chose poems that he felt could be combined to form 
a narrative.  Its cyclic nature is found by looking at the thematic material of each poem, the 
manner in which the subject matter is presented, the time-line that is created when reading the 
poems in order, and by examining the key structure of the cycle as a whole.  The overall form of 
the cycle is an arch. The first and eighth settings, “At Day-Close in November” and “Before Life 
and After,” respectively, deal with the passage of time, the second and seventh both feature a 
young boy and a train, the third and sixth both have birds as central figures, and the fourth and 
fifth, at the center of the cycle, deal more specifically with people in the narrator’s life: a love 
interest in the fourth and a family member in the fifth.3 
 Furthermore, the first and the last settings in the cycle function almost as bookends: the 
middle six settings are anecdotal in nature representing different aspects of the narrator’s life and 
development retrospectively, whereas the first and last settings, both occurring at the end of his 
life and in the present, actually are focused upon his life without metaphor.  Realizing that the 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 540. 
3 “The Little Old Table” was written about a gift from Tryphena Sparks, a former sweetheart of Hardy’s, and “The 
Choirmaster’s Burial” is about the death of Hardy’s grandfather as relayed to him by his father.   
Georgia Ypma Bonney, “A Study of the Music and Text of Benjamin Britten’s Winter Words, Op. 52: 
Lyrics and Ballads of Thomas Hardy,” NATS Journal 49 (November/ December 1992): 5. 
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outer settings function this way, we can look at the inner six settings separately as they reflect 
upon the narrator’s life bringing him back to the present. The second setting, “Midnight on the 
Great Western (or The Journeying Boy),” reflects upon the narrator’s own childhood and the 
naïve view he had about the reality of the adult world and all its hardship and cruelty.  In the 
third setting, “Wagtail and Baby (A Satire),” the poet reflects upon his adolescence and all the 
aspects of his own life, represented by the different creatures that the wagtail encounters. The 
fourth setting, “The Little Old Table,” represents that time in post-adolescence when he became 
aware of romantic love and its possibilities for loss and heartache. The fifth setting, “The 
Choirmaster’s Burial (or The Tenor Man’s Story),” deals with the narrator’s first experience with 
the death of a loved one and the callousness of adults toward one another as well as with the 
realization that he was no longer a child himself.  The sixth setting, “Proud Songsters (Thrushes, 
Finches and Nightingales),” represents the narrator’s years of parenthood and grandparenthood, 
the birds in the setting being his children and then grandchildren who are, as the boy was in 
“Midnight on the Great Western,” ignorant of their future. The seventh setting, “At the Railway 
Station, Upway (or The Convict and Boy with the Violin),” is a representation of the narrator at 
middle-age and beyond as he realizes that he is a prisoner of his life. This brings the narrator 
back to the present for his great lament in the last setting “Before Life and After.” 
These six settings alternate between poems which have one main character (or group in 
the case of the sixth, “Proud Songsters”) and those which have essentially three major characters, 
one observer and two others in conflict.4  The second setting has for its main character a young 
boy traveling alone on a train. The third setting is the first with the three conflicting elements: the 
baby (the narrator’s current self observing and reflecting), the wagtail (the narrator in the past as 
                                                 
4 In the case of “wagtail and baby,” one of the three characters being compared is in fact a group, one each for each 
verse of the poem.  The other two characters remain constant throughout. 
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an adolescent), and, of the other characters, the most notable is the gentleman (an adult male 
bound by and enforcing the rules of society), of whom the bird is afraid. The fourth setting has 
for its single main character the table, a gift to the narrator from his first love that reminds him of 
her.  The fifth setting has the three characters again: the narrator of the story, who functions as 
the baby did in the third setting, the choirmaster who is wronged by man (as the wagtail feared), 
and the vicar who, like the “perfect gentleman” in the earlier setting, was supposedly respected 
in his community but his behavior was neither kindly nor good.  The sixth setting has for its 
main characters the birds that remind the narrator of his lost past and his own tormented present.  
The seventh setting has three characters: the boy in this story is the narrator in the present, 
hoping to comfort his past self (and perhaps change the outcome of the story), the convict is 
wronged and trapped by his life, and the constable is the keeper of the rules who is ignorant of 
the pain he is causing. 
The work functions as a cycle as well in terms of tonal centers from setting to setting.  
The first, although somewhat bi-tonal, primarily has D minor for a tonal center.5  The key of the 
second setting is a whole-step down from the first, C minor (the flat seven of the home key).  
The fairly remote relationship helps to establish the change of time and attitude that occur from 
the one song to the next.  The key of the third setting is a minor third lower than that of the 
second, A major, the dominant of the home key, which helps to remind us that despite the 
different approach of the middle six settings in telling the narrative, there is still a relationship 
between their characters and the narrator of the first setting.  The fourth song is primarily in E 
minor, although it has moments of E major which help to establish the relationship between it 
and the previous setting in that this one is in the dominant key of the previous (and is the 
                                                 
5 Graham Johnson has discussed the relationship between this cycle and that of Franz Schubert’s Die Winterreise in 
that both include “winter” in the title, but also in the shared overall tonality of D.  Graham Johnson, “Voice and 
Piano,” The Britten Companion, ed. Christopher Palmer (London: Faber and Faber, 1984), 296. 
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submediant of the cycle as a whole).  The change in the narrator from the fourth to the fifth 
setting is perhaps the greatest because he encounters the most profound disappointment thus far, 
and he realizes that his innocence has been lost.  This is represented by the movement of the 
tonal center from E in the fourth song to a predominantly B-flat major tonality in the fifth 
(despite the fact that it seems to begin and end in A-flat major).  The tritone relationship between 
the two settings reflects this great change in the fact that the tonal center has moved as far away 
as it possibly can around the circle of fifths and therefore shares as little in common as two major 
keys can.  Just as the third and fourth settings had a tonic to dominant key relationship, the fifth 
and sixth do as well, this time the B-flat tonality of the fifth song serves as a dominant to the 
sixth, which is in E-flat major.  Also, just as the third was in the dominant key of the cycle as a 
whole, the E-flat major can be thought of as an upper leading tone to the D tonality, which 
reinforces not only the key of the cycle, but the kind of perversion that happens during 
adulthood, especially the cruelty to nature and others, in that this is an unusual way to represent a 
dominant-tonic relationship.  The seventh setting is a minor third away, just as the third was from 
the second, being primarily in C major.  This also creates the same relationship to the home key, 
when it returns in the final setting, as the cycle had when it first left, that of a major second.  The 
final setting is in the key of D major, the major tonality being a representation of the hope for a 
return to the innocence of youth in the afterlife. 
Winter Words examines a life retrospectively, rather than as present experience. 
Therefore, the musical style of the cycle and the vocal line are generally more reserved, less 
angular, almost less direct in many ways than those of the cycles that preceded it, since the texts 
more often are the memories of actions rather than the actions themselves. The difference in the 
emotional quality or the passion of Winter Words when compared to the others is the difference 
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between anger and sorrow.  The innovation in this composition is the understatement of the 
voice, in contrast to the great passion in the Michelangelo and John Donne settings.  The Hardy 
cycle is much more wistful, and consequently the vocal line is much more understated 
throughout the work.   
In this cycle, the vocal line often functions in the same way that the accompaniment does: 
the accompaniment is used for general mood-painting, for example the train’s horn expressed in 
the opening of “Midnight on the Great Western” (See Example 5-1).  
Example 5-1, “Midnight on the Great Western,” mm. 1-3.6 
 
 
Vocally, this mood-painting is expressed in the same setting by the triads in increasing rhythm 
giving the effect of a train jostling down the tracks (See Example 5-2) and by the repetition of 
the creaks in “The Little Old Table,” which help to give the impression of the table’s advanced 
age (See Example 5-3).  
Example 5-2, “Midnight on the Great Western,” mm. 12-14.7 
 
Example 5-3, “The Little Old Table,” mm. 56-59.8 
                                                 
6 Benjamin Britten, Winter Words, opus 52. (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1954), 4. Examples from “Midnight on 
the Great Western (or The Journeying Boy)” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 




The overall range of the cycle is just a little smaller than that of the previous cycle, extending 
from the C below middle C to the A-natural above it. 
 
At Day-Close in November 
 
The ten hours’ light is abating, 
And a late bird wings across, 
Where the pines, like waltzers waiting, 
Give their black heads a toss. 
 
Beech leaves, that yellow the noon-time, 
Float past like specks in the eye; 
I set every tree in my June time, 
And now they obscure the sky. 
 
And the children who ramble through here 
Conceive that there never has been 
A time when no tall trees grew here, 
A time when none will be seen. 
 
 
The opening accompaniment figure of “At Day-Close in November,” one that continues 
throughout this setting, sets the mood for the text.  Britten’s use of chromaticism in the vocal line 
causes it to function more as an overall musical effect to express better the detached, mournful 
quality of the text.  The melodic line seems to drift down in each phrase, incorporating almost all 
                                                                                                                                                             
8 Ibid., 17. Examples from “The Little Old Table” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
 112
of the twelve tones of the octave, and gives the effect of diminishing youth or an increasing 
exhaustion (See Example 5-4).  







                                                 







In the first several phrases of the piece, Pears was taken up above the passaggio, but with the 
following descent, it seems that the emotional resolution of the poem is not reached: the 
resolution is almost unattainable.  In point of fact, the composer did not take Pears above the 
passaggio again in this setting, which allowed the singer to represent the narration of an old man 
by using the richer sounds he was afforded in his middle and lower voice (See Example 5-5).   




                                                 
10 Ibid., 3. 
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The remainder of the setting alternates between conjunct melodic motion and large melodic 
skips, which allowed the tenor to express the thoughts of the narrator, who at this point in the 
cycle has not yet realized the depth of his anger and loss. 
 The text expresses the ignorance of the children, who are blissful because of their lack of 
knowledge, juxtaposed with the isolation and unhappiness of the narrator, who has outgrown this 
ignorance.  These ideas, which are a part of the entire cycle, may have attracted Britten as a 
homosexual, in many ways separate from the society in which he lived, but also as a man 
approaching middle age, a time when it is common to evaluate one’s life and become more 
aware of one’s own mortality. 
 
Midnight on the Great Western 
(or The Journeying Boy) 
 
In the third-class seat sat the journeying boy, 
And the roof-lamp’s oily flame 
Played down on his listless form and face, 
Bewrapt past knowing to what he was going, 
Or whence he came. 
 
In the band of his hat the journeying boy 
Had a ticket stuck; and a string 
Around his neck bore the key of his box, 
That twinkled gleams of the lamp’s sad beams 
Like a living thing. 
 
What past can be yours, O journeying boy 
Towards a world unknown, 
Who calmly, as if incurious quite 
On all at stake, can undertake 
This plunge alone? 
 
Knows your soul a sphere, O journeying boy, 
Our rude realms far above, 
Whence with spacious vision you mark and mete 
This region of sin that you find you in, 
But are not of? 
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The opening of “Midnight on the Great Western” is an imitation in the accompaniment of 
the train whistle, as detailed earlier, and sets the scene vividly for the second of the Hardy 
settings.  The voice continues this idea with its representation of the boy being jostled in the 
train, to the text “journeying boy.” The middle section of the piece, starting with “What past can 
be yours, . . .” is an example of the free recitative style that Britten had been developing in his 
operas, and it gave his partner the opportunity to bring the text into clear focus (See Example 5-
6).   
Example 5-6, “Midnight on the Great Western,” mm. 64-78.11 
     
 
 
                                                 
11 Ibid., 6. 
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The lack of stability of the tonal center of this section gives the listener less upon which to focus, 
calling more attention to the words. Pears was able to use the frailer, more transparent quality of 
his upper middle voice to express the dismay the narrator feels about the young boy.  The use of 
the tenor’s low voice at the end of this setting is both very intimate and shocked, almost 
disembodied, as the poet questions the fate of the poor young boy traveling on his own through 
an unfamiliar and dangerous world, “This region of sin that you find you in, but are not of,” 
hoping that the boy’s fate could be different than his own (See Example 5-7). 




Wagtail and Baby 
(A Satire) 
 
A baby watched a ford, whereto 
A wagtail came for drinking; 
A blaring bull went wading through, 
The wagtail showed no shrinking. 
 
A stallion splashed his way across, 
The birdie nearly sinking; 
He gave his plumes a twitch and toss, 
And held his own unblinking. 
 
Next saw the baby round the spot 
A mongrel slowly sinking; 
The wagtail gazed, but faltered not 
In dip and sip and prinking. 
 
                                                 
12 Ibid., 8. 
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A perfect gentleman then neared; 
The wagtail, in a winking, 
With terror rose and disappeared; 
The baby fell a-thinking. 
 
The text of “Wagtail and Baby” has the character of a folk story in which there is a kind 
of lesson to be learned about the relationship of man and nature, and so the melody is 
accordingly more folk-like as well in its speech-like rhythms. In this way, the composer used a 
general musical idea to express the text rather than more specific examples or word-painting.  
The accompaniment, notably in the left hand, however, is reminiscent of those of a number of 
songs by Franz Schubert, such as in “Auf dem Wasser zu Singen” (See Examples 5-8 and 5-9).  






                                                 
13 Franz Schubert, 200 Songs in Three Volumes Volume 1: 100 Songs (New York: International Music Company, 
1961), 214. 
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Example 5-9, “Wagtail and Baby,” mm. 1-3. 14 
 
 
This accompaniment pattern is consistent throughout the setting, serving to set the general mood 
of the text, and therefore the vocal line is used to express more specifically the meaning of the 
words. The vocal line in this setting is somewhat high, so Pears was therefore able to use a light 
tone throughout to further the conversational feel afforded by the speech-like rhythms. 
In telling the story, the narrator is more distanced from the action, allowing him to 
examine his feelings from this perspective, much as the baby does in the story, maintaining more 
of an emotional neutrality throughout.  This distance is expressed melodically in this setting by 
the relatively conjunct nature of the vocal line: there are no particular extremes melodically 
except for a slight coloristic effect at the text “like a perfect gentleman,” which serves to accent 
the fact that the bird is frightened away by the human and not by others in the animal kingdom, 
and which also expresses a certain condescension or even snootiness in the adult (See Example 
5-10).   
                                                 
14 Britten, 9. Examples from “Wagtail and Baby” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 5-10, “Wagtail and Baby,” mm. 45-47.15 
 
 
The Little Old Table 
 
Creak, little wood thing, creak 
When I touch you with elbow or knee; 
That is the way you speak 
Of one who gave you to me! 
 
You, little table, she brought – 
Brought me with her own hand, 
As she looked at me with a thought 
That I did not understand. 
 
– Whoever owns it anon, 
And hears it, will never know 
What a history hangs upon 
This creak from long ago. 
 
 
The dream-like quality of the beginning of the accompaniment of “The Little Old Table” 
sets the mood of the piece, (See Example 5-11) and the vocal line once again follows suit.   
                                                 
15 Ibid., 12. 
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Example 5-11, “The Little Old Table,” mm. 1-2.16 
 
 
The melody has a somewhat nebulous tonality, alternating between E major and E minor, and 
again lingered in the tenor’s upper middle voice, helping to express the detached emotion of 
most of the text.  The setting has brief moments of stronger emotion at the end of each verse, 
where Britten took Pears to a high G, but with the downward motion of the chromatic line that 
follows the emotion is muted almost as soon as it appears (See Example 5-12).   





                                                 
16 Ibid., 14. 
17 Ibid., 15, 16. 
 121
The simplicity of the text is matched by the composer’s strophic setting, but the 
underlying emotions of loss and abandonment are inherent in the chromaticism of the melody 
itself, since it strays from the home key through tonicizations yet does not actually modulate, 
allowing the tenor to portray the narrator who is becoming more distraught over the loss of his 
first love (See Example 5-13). 




The Choirmaster’s Burial 
(or The Tenor Man’s Story) 
 
He often would ask us 
That, when he died, 
After playing so many 
To their last rest, 
If out of us any 
Should here abide, 
And it would not task us, 
We would with our lutes 
Play over him 
By his grave-brim 
The psalm he liked best – 
The one whose sense suits 
‘Mount Ephraim’ – 
And perhaps we should seem 
To him, in Death’s dream, 
Like the seraphim. 
 
                                                 
18 Ibid., 15. 
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As soon as I knew 
That his spirit was gone 
I thought this his due, 
And spoke thereupon. 
‘I think,’ said the vicar, 
‘A read service quicker 
Than viols out-of-doors 
In these frosts and hoars. 
That old-fashioned way 
Requires a fine day, 
And it seems to me 
It had better not be.’ 
 
Hence, that afternoon, 
Though never knew he 
That his wish could not be, 
To get through it faster 
They buried the master 
Without any tune. 
But ‘twas said that, when 
At the dead of next night 
The vicar looked out, 
There struck on his ken 
Thronged roundabout, 
Where the frost was graying 
The headstoned grass, 
A band all in white 
Like the saints in church-glass, 
Singing and playing 
The ancient stave 
By the choirmaster’s grave. 
 
Such the tenor man told 
When he had grown old. 
 
 
“The Choirmaster’s Burial,” another folk story, is a little more complex in its 
representation of the characters in the text and their different emotional qualities.  The composer 
used elements of his folk-song style alongside more operatic writing, especially the use of 
recitative.  The narrator’s part in “The Choirmaster’s Burial” is set in the tenor’s middle range 
and is almost emotionless at the beginning, since in his middle voice Pears could sing with little 
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color if necessary.  To help differentiate the characters, Britten created a varied vocal line in 
terms of tessitura and also by using a more conjunct melodic line to represent the narrator and a 
more disjunct melody to represent the Vicar (See Examples 5-14 and 5-15).    
Example 5-14, “The Choirmaster’s Burial,” mm. 1-4.19 
 
 
Example 5-15, “The Choirmaster’s Burial,” mm. 26-33.20 
 
 
                                                 
19 Ibid., 18. Examples from “The Choirmaster’s Burial (or The Tenor Man’s Story)” reproduced with kind 
permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
20 Ibid., 20. 
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The third character in the story, the choirmaster himself, is given no text and therefore has no 
vocal line. The melodic characteristics of the Vicar, dotted rhythms and a disjunct line, allowed 
the tenor to endow him with a stuffy, egotistical manner.  The narrator’s response to the Vicar’s 
pronouncement (that the choirmaster will not have the kind of burial he desired) is set in a 
recitative with very little melodic motion at all (See Example 5-16).   




The patter-like setting of the text at this point, especially “To get through it faster they buried the 
master without any tune,” shows the agitation of the narrator at the mistreatment of one man by 
another. The apparent calm of the narrator returns as does the opening melodic idea, thereby 
serving to unify the different sections of the piece, at the text “But ‘twas said that, when at the 
dead of next night” (See Example 5-17).   
                                                 
21 Ibid., 21. 
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The excitement of the narrator, when he realizes that the choirmaster’s wishes were respected, 
ostensibly by a heavenly band of angels, was expressed by the composer in a melody which 
repeated the text “singing and playing” as it ascended into the top of the tenor’s range, where the 
singer could have greater exuberance in his tone (See Example 5-18). This also serves to show 
that the narrator has faith that his lost happiness could be returned in the afterlife. 
Example 5-18, “The Choirmaster’s Burial,” mm. 67-71. 23 
 
 
                                                 
22 Ibid., 21-22. 
23 Ibid., 22-23. 
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An important feature of the melody is the use and character of the melismas, which owe a 
debt to Henry Purcell, who continued to influence the later composer’s style.  Britten, who had 
realized piano accompaniments from the figured bass of a number of songs by Purcell for 
performance by Pears and himself, had just completed a new performing edition of Dido and 
Aeneas two years before the composition of this cycle, in 1951.24 Throughout his life, Britten 
discussed the influence that his idol had upon him, saying: “I have always been interested in the 
setting of words . . . and Purcell has shown me how wonderfully dramatic the sung English 
language can be.”25  He points out especially the earlier composer’s “unfettered rhythms, boldly 
discordant harmonies, long soaring melodies with automatic phrases and especially the love of 
the virtuoso, the operatic and conscious exploration of brilliant sounds.”26 It is not known that 
the melismas in “The Choirmaster’s Burial” are influenced by any specific example from the 
earlier composer’s works. However, by looking at one from his song “Strike the Viol” it can be 
seen how Purcell used melismas for expressive purpose, a practice that Britten also employed 
(See Example 5-19 and 5-20). 
                                                 
24 Peter Evans, The Music of Benjamin Britten (Oxford: Clarenden Press, 1995), 580. 
25 Benjamin Britten, “On Writing English Opera.” Opera 12 (1961): 7. 
26 Eric Walter White, “Benjamin Britten.” Canon XII (January 1959): 190. 
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27 Henry Purcell, 40 Songs for Voice and Piano (New York: International Music Company, 1958), 73. 
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Melismas such as these in the works of Purcell are used to show an exuberance or intensity of 
emotion.  Quite often, the rhythmic accents are at variance with the metric accents of the piece, 
which draws more attention to them and gives the vocal line greater energy.  Britten used this 
kind of melisma in the same way to help to express both the joy and the mysticism of these 
moments by changing the rhythmic energy to dotted triplets from the straight duplets, and by 
slowing the speed of the text declamation. 
                                                 
28 Britten., 19, 23. 
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Proud Songsters 
(Thrushes, Finches and Nightingales) 
 
The thrushes sing as the sun is going, 
And the finches whistle in ones and pairs, 
And as it gets dark loud nightingales 
In bushes 
Pipe, as they can when April wears, 
As if all Time were theirs. 
 
These are brand-new birds of twelve-months’ growing, 
Which a year ago, or less than twain, 
No finches were, nor nightingales, 
Nor thrushes, 
But only particles of grain, 
And earth, and air, and rain. 
 
 
“Proud Songsters,” the sixth song, is one of the most intensely emotional settings in the 
cycle, as the narrator begins to realize exactly what he has lost and why.  Since all of the texts in 
the cycle have the same underlying theme, the regret about the loss of innocence that occurs as 
one reaches adulthood, it is understandable that at this point the composer might start to express 
in his setting of the text more anger about the lost innocence in preparation for the final song in 
the cycle, in which this anger comes to a head. As is the case with many of Britten’s 
accompaniments, here the piano functions to help set the mood, allowing the singer to elaborate 
upon the emotions found in the text.  In this piece, the accompaniment mimics bird calls 
throughout (See Example 5-21).  
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Example 5-21, “Proud Songsters,” mm. 1-2. 29 
 
 
The text itself is not angry, but the composer infuses it with this emotion.  The intensity is 
brought to the setting in part by the quick tempo and by the irregular 5/4 meter, and also by the 
high tessitura of the melody, which allowed Pears to express the youth of the birds and the anger 
over the loss of that innocence (See Example 5-22).   





                                                 
29 Ibid., 24. Examples from “Proud Songsters (Thrushes, Finches and Nightingales)” reproduced with kind 
permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
30 Ibid., 26. 
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At the Railway Station, Upway 
(or The Convict and Boy with the Violin) 
 
‘There is not much that I can do, 
For I’ve no money that’s quite my own!’ 
Spoke up the pitying child – 
A little boy with a violin 
At the station before the train came in, - 
‘But I can play my fiddle to you, 
And a nice one ‘tis, and good in tone!’ 
The man in the handcuffs smiled; 
The constable looked, and he smiled, too, 
As the fiddle began to twang; 
And the man in the handcuffs suddenly sang 
With grimful glee: 
‘This life so free 
Is the thing for me!’ 
And the constable smiled, and said no word, 
As if unconscious of what he heard; 
And so they went on till the train came in – 
The convict, and boy with the violin. 
 
 
The penultimate setting in the cycle, “At the Railway Station, Upway,” is an anecdote in 
a similar vein to “The Choirmaster’s Burial,” although Britten used different musical styles to 
represent the three different characters in the story (convict, boy, and constable) as well as the 
narrator.  In contrast to the intense emotion of the sixth setting, Britten chose to set a poem which 
illustrates the theme of the loss of innocence more simply to allow the listener to understand that 
the narrator has determined the true cause of his lament.   In the accompaniment of this setting, 
Britten mimics the sound of a violin, beginning the setting with a passage that sounds like a 
violin tuning (See Example 5-23).  
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The composer’s treatment of the characters, using different registers and melodic ideas to 
distinguish them, is reminiscent of that of Franz Scubert in his Erlkönig. This treatment helped 
the tenor to show what they represented to the narrator. The words of the boy are set higher in 
range than those of the narrator (See Examples 5-24 and 5-25).  
                                                 
31 Ibid., 27. Examples from “At the Railway Station, Upway (or The Convict and Boy with the Violin)” reproduced 
with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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Example 5-24, Franz Schubert, “Erlkönig,” mm. 72-85. 32 







                                                 
32 Schubert, 171. 
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This continues until the excitement of the narrator’s words builds in anticipation of the prisoner’s 
song (See Example 5-26). 
                                                 
33 Britten, 27, 28. 
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 The use of different musical characterizations elaborates upon the folk-ballad character of the 
story and is in keeping with its simplicity. 
One of the most notable features of this setting is the convict’s song, accompanied by the 
boy’s violin, which contains such joy and freedom despite the convict’s obviously contrary 
situation (See Example 5-27).  
                                                 
34 Ibid., 29. 
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This hopefulness is reminiscent of the narrator’s joy in “The Choirmaster’s Burial” when he 
realized that heaven has succeeded where man has not. 
 
Before Life and After 
 
A time there was – as one may guess 
And as, indeed, earth’s testimonies tell – 
Before the birth of consciousness, 
When all went well. 
 
None suffered sickness, love, or loss, 
None knew regret, starved hope, or heart-burnings; 
None cared whatever crash or cross 
Brought wrack to things. 
 
If something ceased, no tongue bewailed, 
If something winced and waned, no heart was wrung; 
If brightness dimmed, and dark prevailed, 
No sense was stung. 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 29. 
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But the disease of feeling germed, 
And primal rightness took the tinct of wrong; 
Ere nescience shall be reaffirmed 
How long, how long? 
 
 
 The last song of the cycle, “Before Life and After,” is most similar to settings in the 
previous cycles because the text with its inherent passion and anger is most similar to several of 
the earlier texts.  There is a strong yearning and definite anger here instead of the wistful, 
pensive or self-pitying feeling present in the other songs in this cycle because the narrator has 
now determined the true source of his suffering: his loss of innocence.  Pears later said that both 
he and Britten felt this was one of the composer’s best songs because of its seriousness and 
forcefully expressed philosophical ideas which center around the thought that a life of ignorance 
is a life of bliss and that it is perverted with the awakening of knowledge and maturity.36  The 
setting begins at the top of the passaggio over an accompaniment containing heavy chords (See 
Example 5-28).   




This allowed the tenor to use a yearning quality in his voice as the poet pines for the past “when 
all went well” (See Example 5-29).  
                                                 
36 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography  (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), 270. 
37 Britten, 31. Examples from “Before Life and After” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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The composer had the singer tarry longer in this part of his voice in each successive verse as the 
poet becomes more emphatic in his anger and despair over this lost innocence. For the last verse, 
Britten called for the tenor to access the growl that he could get in his lower middle voice, 
thereby expressing both the “disease of feeling” and the “primal rightness” as the melody 
becomes increasingly chromatic (See Example 5-30).   
                                                 
38 Ibid., 31. 
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The lack of a stable tonal center at this point sets up the shock of the return to D major, as the 
singer reaches a high F-sharp above middle C. In mm. 30-31, the tenor was able to add a whining 
quality to his sound for the text “how long, how long?” because of its setting right at the top of 
the passaggio, and then Britten took the singer from his upper middle voice to lower middle 
voice on the last two repetitions of the text “how long,” which allowed his partner to return to a 
more mature, more resigned, and almost defeated quality in mm. 31-33 (See Example 5-31). 
Example 5-31, “Before Life and After,” mm. 29-32. 40  
 
                                                 
39 Ibid., 33. 
40 Ibid., 33. 
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Between the composition of The Holy Sonnets of John Donne and Winter Words, the two 
men had both continued to grow as successful artists and had begun to reap the benefit of their 
hard work.  Britten had achieved his first major operatic triumph with Peter Grimes with Pears in 
the starring role.  This success inspired the composer to write several more operas in the next 
years, all of which had starring roles for his partner: The Rape of Lucretia (1946), Albert Herring 
(1947), Billy Budd (1950) and Gloriana (1953). The tenor continued performing these works as 
well as those of other composers and so was a success in his own right as well.  In all of these 
works, the composer found subject material which would appeal to his lover as well as himself, 
and so for the next cycle with voice and piano he did the same. 
The texts of Winter Words are more retrospective in nature than those of the cycles 
previously composed for his partner.  In comparison to those of the earlier works, where the text 
is more rooted in the present and the possible future, the musical style is also much less 
demonstrative.  The theme of the texts was something that attracted both men: it was to be found 
again in the very next opera, The Turn of the Screw, as well as in later works such as Death in 
Venice.  The arrangement of the texts chosen by the composer forms a mirror image, leading to 
the ultimate resolution of the conflict in that the narrator is now able to voice unambiguously his 
concerns even if he is unable to resolve them in any way.  
This cycle could be considered to be somewhat autobiographical when it is noted that 
both men were approaching middle age: Britten was 40 years old and his partner was 43 at its 
completion.  Although both were successful, Britten began to wish that he could adopt a child 
but was unable to do so,41 and the isolation both men felt as homosexuals in the highly charged 
                                                 
41 Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), 366-
367. 
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atmosphere of Great Britain in the 1950s,42 which will be discussed in more depth in the 
following chapter, was certainly represented in these texts. 
Musically, the composer used characteristics of his operas, most specifically the 
recitative-style, in writing this work.  In it we also see the influence that folk song had upon the 
composer, since he combined melodic and rhythmic contours of the folk song style with his own 
harmonic language all for expressive purpose, which allowed his partner to communicate more 
effectively the meaning of these texts.  These elements had been used in compositions and 
arrangements for the tenor, and so they were not only familiar to him, but he had also achieved 
success with them.  At times in the cycle, especially in the first and last settings, the composer 
used a more chromatic melodic and harmonic style, which complemented these particular angst-
ridden texts. 
                                                 
42 Hyde, H. Montgomery, The Love That Dared Not Speak Its Name: A Candid History of Homosexuality in Britain 




Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 61 
 (1958) 
 
 In the 1950s, Britten and Pears took time off to travel and experience other cultures.  
During this period, they were introduced to the poetry of Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-1843).  
Hölderlin felt alienated from society, mostly because of the state of his mental health, which 
today would likely be diagnosed as a form of schizophrenia, and many of his poems reflect this.1 
The composer was drawn to these poems because of his own alienation from society: although 
he had maintained a very successful career as a composer/performer, he was often plagued by 
self-doubt, and his homosexuality, accepted by his close friends, was still illegal in Great Britain, 
and he was still ostracized because of it. Christopher Headington, in his biography of Peter Pears, 
points out that “hostile gossip about their presumed lifestyle was at its worst in the 1950s.”2  
Humphrey Carpenter, in his biography of Britten, recounts that this homophobia existed even in 
the duo’s inner circle, revealed in jokes about homosexuality and rumors about pedophilia.3  
 Consensual homosexual acts between two adult men were still illegal in Great Britain at 
this time, even when they occurred in private, and high profile cases, such as that of Guy Burgess 
and Donald McLean in 1951 involving espionage, fueled an increase in the number of arrests of 
allegedly homosexual men in Britain.4  In 1953 and 1954, several cases, especially that of Lord 
Montagu of Beaulieu, Michael Pitt-Rivers, and Peter Wildeblood, which showed the police in a 
                                                 
1 Richard Sieburth, Friedrich Hölderlin Hymns and Fragments (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1984), xv, xix, 8. 
Hölderlin suffered from headaches and depression as early as age twenty and suffered a serious breakdown 
leading to his institutionalization at age thirty-six after the death of his married lover. According to Sieburth 
“most of the recent medical literature on Hölderlin has diagnosed his condition as a form of cyclothymic 
schizophrenia, characterized by manic depressive oscillations in mood . . .”  
Graham Johnson, Britten, Voice & Piano: Lectures on the Vocal Music of Benjamin Britten (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2003), 57. 
2 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), 195. 
3 Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), 384-
385. 
4 Hyde, H. Montgomery, The Love That Dared Not Speak Its Name: A Candid History of Homosexuality in Britain 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1970), 214. 
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poor light and received much press coverage, led to enough public criticism to prompt the 
formation of a committee led by Sir John Wolfenden, which met from 1954 to 1957 to study the 
appropriateness of the legal prohibition of consensual male homosexual acts.5  The committee 
essentially called for a change in the law, and this, in turn, polarized people and fueled much 
heated discussion.6  The law was in fact not changed until 1967.7 This cycle could be thought of 
as Britten’s response to this discussion. 
Even though the themes of this song cycle and its predecessor, Winter Words, are similar, 
the character of the music and the consequent vocal lines are quite different in that the poems 
here are angrier than those of the previous work.  The composer chose these six poems from the 
several volumes of Hölderlin’s poetry and organized them into a single narrative thread.  As in 
Winter Words, the narrator is not always an active participant in the poem.  However, in Sechs 
Hölderlin-Fragmente, it is only in the third setting, “Sokrates und Alcibiades,” that the narrator 
is not one of the characters, and that particular poem can be taken to relate to the narrator 
allegorically.  The homosexual subtext was not Hölderlin’s; it may be inferred from the 
composer’s arrangement of the poems as well as the association with the other works of the 
composer for his lover.  As in the setting of the Michelangelo Sonnets, the foreign language 
serves to mask the meaning of the texts resulting from Britten’s arrangement of them.  In the 
opening poem, the narrator presents his problem: he has fallen in love, and society has rejected 
him for it (“Menschenbeifall”).  He sees that he is unable to return home, specifically to the joy 
and comfort it had once provided but which is no longer available (“Die Heimat”).  In the third 
setting, he defends the choice of his object of affection allegorically, (“Sokrates und Alcibiades”) 
and then recounts his own youth when he was protected from the judgment of society by the 
                                                 
5 Ibid., 226-229. 
6 Ibid., 229-235. 
7 Ibid., 267-269. 
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gods (“Die Jugend”).  After once again yearning for the lost past and perhaps with an epiphany 
that it is important to “seize the moment” in the fifth setting (“Hälfte des Lebens”), the narrator 
realizes that each person has his own destiny regardless of what others might think or do (“Die 
Linien des Lebens”). 
 The settings of the poems chosen for the cycle, just as those of Winter Words, are 
organized in such a way that they form an arch. This is further exemplified in the use of the 
accompaniment. The first and last settings are opposites, the first dealing with the instability and 
fickleness of humankind’s nature and the last with the stability of life itself continuing into the 
afterlife.   Both settings have octaves in the accompaniment, but in the first, “Menschenbeifall,” 
they are empty octaves in short phrases of disjunct melodic motion which begin the piece (See 
Example 6-1), whereas in the setting of the final poem, “Die Linien des Lebens,” they surround 
full chords in longer phrases in conjunct melodic motion which end the piece (See Example 6-2).   
Example 6-1, “Menschenbeifall,” mm. 1-8.8 
 
                                                 
8 Benjamin Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 61 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1962), 1. Examples from 
“Menschenbeifall” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
 145
Example 6-2, “Die Linien des Lebens,” mm. 18-20.9 
 
 
The second and fifth settings both deal with the inability to return to the past, and in both cases 
the accompaniment has figures which divide the beat in three which are at odds with the vocal 
line which has the beat divided in two, thereby representing the struggle the narrator feels.  In the 
case of “Die Heimat,” Britten accomplishes this by setting the accompaniment in 9/8 against the 
vocal line set in 3/4, whereas in “Hälfte des Lebens,” the accompaniment appears in triplets 
against the straight rhythms of the vocal line (See Examples 6-3 and 6-4).   
                                                 
9 Ibid., 21. Examples from “Die Linien des Lebens” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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10 Ibid., 5. Examples from “Die Heimat” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
11 Ibid., 16. Examples from “Hälfte des Lebens” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
 147
The third and fourth settings, the center of the cycle and the dramatic turning point when the 
narrator begins to understand his feelings and accept his fate, are both about youth and beauty, 
but they are opposites: the third is more about the illogical nature and permanence of love, the 
fourth considers the fleeting nature of youth and the consequent loss of innocence and of 
ignorant bliss occurring as one must accept responsibility and appear to conform to society’s 
rules and values, all of which are part of adulthood (implied at the end at “Im Arme der Götter 
wuchs ich gross [In the arms of the Gods I became a man].” 12  The accompaniment of the third 
setting (“Sokrates und Alcibiades”) includes a long drawn out melody in the right hand of the 
accompaniment, accentuating the searching nature of the text which ultimately becomes chordal 
when the questions are answered (See Example 6-5).  
                                                 
12 All translations in this chapter are conflations of translations from three different sources: (1.) Those prepared by 
Peter Pears and Elizabeth Mayer and are published in Benjamin Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 61 (New 
York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1962), (2.) Those prepared by Michael hamburger for publication in Michael Hamburger, 
ed. Hölderlin Selected Verse. (Dover, New Hampshire: Anvil Press Poetry Limited, 1961), and (3.) Those prepared 
by Emily Esuzt for use on Emily Esuzt, “Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente,” The Lied and Arts Song Text Page [online]; 
available from http://www.recmusic.org/lieder/assemble_texts.htm?SongCycleId=148; Internet; accessed 14 August 
2005. 
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13 Ibid., 9, 10. Examples from “Sokrates und Alcibiades” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, 
Inc. 
 149
In contrast, the accompaniment to the fourth setting (“Die Jugend”) is light and bouncy, with 
many staccato notes, thereby representing both the vigor of youth and its fleeting nature (See 
Example 6-6).   







 Mensschenbeifall    The Applause of Men 
 
 Ist nicht beilig mein Herz,   Is my heart not holy, 
      schöneren Lebens voll,        full of more beautiful life, 
 Seit ich liebe? Warum achtet   Now that I love? Why did you  
     ihr mich mehr,         respect me more, 
Da ich stolzer und wilder,   When I was prouder and wilder, 
Wortreicher und leerer war?   More wordy and more vain? 
 
Ach! der Menge gefällt,    Ah! it pleases the masses, 
     was auf den Marktplatz taugt,       that which sells in the marketplace, 
Und es ehret der Knecht   And the servant obeys 
     nur den Gewaltsamen;         only an oppressive master; 
An das Göttliche glauben   Believing in God 
Die allein, die es selber sind.   Are only they who themselves are divine. 
                                                 
14 Ibid., 11, 13. Examples from “Die Jugend” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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The difference in the style of the vocal line in this cycle from the last is apparent 
immediately.  The entrance of the voice in the first setting, “Menschenbeifall,” is bold and 
vibrant and took Pears to a sustained F above middle C, near the top of his passaggio, twice 
within the text “Ist nicht heilig mein Herz, schöneren Lebens voll, seit ich liebe [Is my heart not 
holy, full of more beautiful life, Now that I love?” (See Example 6-7).   
Example 6-7, “Menschenbeifall,” mm. 9-15.15 
 
 
This kind of intensity is more reminiscent of the first two cycles rather than of the wistfulness of 
Winter Words.   
Following the opening phrase, the setting continues with a passage of recitative which lay 
in the tenor’s middle range: “Warum achtet ihr mich mehr, Da ich stolzer und wilder, worte 
reicher und leerer war [Why did you respect me more, when I was prouder and wilder, more 
wordy and more vain?]” (See Example 6-8).  
                                                 
15 Britten, 1-2. 
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Example 6-8, “Menschenbeifall,” mm. 25-32.16 
 
 
It then turns to more melodic material, which gradually ascends to a high G above middle 
C in the phrase “An das Göttliche glauben [Believing in God].” The narrator comes at last to the 
realization, sung softly in a lower range, that one is responsible for one’s own beliefs and cannot 
rely on others for support or guidance: “Die allein, die es selber sind [Are only they who 
themselves are divine]” (See Example 6-9). 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 2. 
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Example 6-9, “Menschenbeifall,” mm. 46-59.17 
 
 
The composer’s attraction to this text is fairly obvious if it is seen as a response to those 
people, supposedly his friends, who were making jokes and comments about his sexual 
orientation and his relationship with Pears.  The anger over the fickleness and lack of loyalty on 
the part of people like this is expressed clearly in this text.  Therefore, although the poet was not 
gay, the setting of his poetry by Britten, at this time in his life, lashes out at homophobia, 




                                                 
17 Ibid., 4. 
18 In his biography of Britten, Michael Kennedy states “Britten’s silence on the matter [of the normalcy of the state 
of homosexuality] . . . seemed to indicate an unwillingness to allow himself to be regarded as any kind of standard-
bearer for ‘gay liberation.’” Michael Kennedy, Britten. The Master Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), 115.   Christopher Headington also addresses the issue: “Britten’s homosexuality was never 
publicly discussed in his lifetime, even after the English law on the matter had changed.  He was, after all, entirely 
un-Bohemian and even Puritan, seeming quite consciously to have sought to live ‘decently’ and free of scandal.” 
Christopher Headington, Britten (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1982), 35. 
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 Die Heimat     Home 
 
 Froh kehrt der Schiffer heim   Happy, the boatman turns homeward 
      an den stillen Strom        on the quiet river 
 Von fernen Inseln, wo er geerntet hat. From distant islands, where he harvested.  
 Wohl möcht auch ich zur Heimat wieder;  Gladly would I also turn toward home again; 
 Aber was hab ich, wie Leid, geerntet? But what have I, except grief, harvested? 
 
Ihr holden Ufer, die ihr mich auferzogt, Ye lovely banks, which brought me up              
 Stillt ihr der Liebe Leiden?    Can you soothe love’s suffering? 
     ach gebt ihr mich,         Oh, can you give me, 
Ihr Wälder meiner Kindheit! wann ich Forests of my childhood, when I  
Komme, die Ruhe noch einmal wieder? Come back, that peace once again? 
 
 
The second song, “Die Heimat,” is a lullaby in which the piano echoes the vocal line in 
canonic fashion, although never in the same octave, with the dramatic exception of the melody in 
mm. 38-39 where the lack of an echo serves to accentuate the text. Although some of the vocal 
phrases dip into the lower middle voice, most linger near the top of the staff and have conjunct 
melodic motion, which allowed Pears to use a mournful tone while maintaining a sound that is 
soothing and light (See Example 6-10).   
 154







There are instances of tone-painting: the words evoke an approximation of weeping in the vocal 
line in the phrase “Aber was hab ich, wie Leid, geerntet? [But what have I, except grief, 
harvested?]” as reflected in the chromatic descent into the lower middle voice (See Example 6-
11).   
                                                 
19 Britten, 5-6, 7. 
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The setting becomes angrier at this point, and the composer expressed this in the vocal line by 
blurring the tonal center through the use of a chromatic melody (E-natural, E-flat, D-flat, C-
natural, B-flat, A-natural, F-sharp and G-natural) as well as by the deliberate increase in range 
from one phrase to the next culminating in a repeated F-sharp, G-natural, F-sharp throughout the 
phrases “Ach gebt ihr mir, Ihr Wälder meiner Kindheit [Oh, can you give me, Forests of my 
childhood]” (See Example 6-12).  
                                                 
20 Ibid., 6. 
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Pears’s upper middle voice was exploited to great effect at the end of Winter Words, since he 
was able both to whine and yearn mournfully in that register, and it is used in the same way here. 
The “missing” accompaniment, the point where the piano does not echo the vocal melody, 
occurs at the text “wann ich komme [when I come back],” the climax of the text, when the 
narrator feels the most despondent; the emptiness is exaggerated by this device. The opening 
melody, which dips into the tenor’s lower middle voice, is used on the repetition of the phrase 
                                                 
21 Ibid., 7-8. 
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“die Ruhe noch einmal wieder [that peace once again],” and this gives the effect of a more 
introverted, quiet sobbing than the phrases that precede it (See Example 6-13).  




Britten grew up near the sea and was drawn to subject material dealing with it, including his first 
operatic masterpiece, Peter Grimes.  The combination of the reference to the sea and the inability 
to return to the innocence and joy of youth was no doubt something that drew Britten to this 
particular text. 
 
                                                 
22 Ibid., 8. 
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 Sokrates und Alcibiades   Socrates and Alcibiades 
 
 Warum huldigest du, heiliger Sokrates, Why do you always court, holy Socrates, 
 Diesem Jünglinge stets?    This youth? 
     kennest du Grossers nicht?       Don’t you know of anything greater? 
Warum siehet mit Liebe,   Why gaze with love 
Wie auf Götter, dein Aug’ auf ihn?  As if upon the Gods, with your eyes on him? 
 
Wer das Tiefste gadacht,    Who ponders the deepest truths,  
     liebt das Lebendigste,        loves the most alive, 
Hohe Tugend versteht,   And highest Virtue understands, 
     Wer in die Welt geblickt        who has observed the world, 
Und es neigen die Weisen   And the wise will bow 
Oft  am Ende zu Schönem sich.  Often in the end to that which is beautiful. 
 
 
The third song of this cycle, “Sokrates und Alcibiades,” tells of love between two men. 
Whether this love could be described as infatuation, mutual respect, or physical lust is unclear, 
although the poem ends with a litany of praises to the beauty of the younger man.  The first half 
of the song is conversational in vocal style, accomplished in this section both by the rhythms, 
which mimic those of speech more closely, and also by the fairly low tessitura of the vocal line, 
which lingered predominantly in the tenor’s middle range (See Example 6-14).   
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The second half of the setting, beginning in the vocal line in m. 30 with “Wer das Tiefste 
gedacht, liebt das Lebendigste [Who ponders the deepest truths, loves the most alive],” is 
reminiscent of the third setting of the Michelangelo Sonnets: the vocal lines are similar, each 
having long phrases with expansive ranges, and having contours consisting of arpeggiated triads 
juxtaposing functionally unrelated harmonies (See Examples 6-15 and 6-16).   
                                                 
23 Ibid., 9. 
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24 Ibid., 10. 
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Example 6-16, “Sonetto XXX,” mm 1-7. 25 
 
 
Unlike “Sokrates und Alcibiades,” “Veggio co’ bei vostri occhi” (Sonnetto XXX) does not touch 
upon all twelve major keys, but the use of the predominantly major qualities to represent the 
poet’s explanation that the love is natural and beautiful is echoed in the setting of “Sokrates.”  In 
the later work, Britten, this time using all twelve tonal centers, achieved a similar effect. 
“Sokrates und Alcibiades,” along with “Veggio co’ bei vostri occhi” (Sonnetto XXX) are 
rare examples of what might be considered a more traditional love song, in that there is no anger 
or bitterness due to an unrequited love. Both settings explain why the speaker loves a particular 
man, in the case of the Michelangelo the question is implied and the subsequent answer is 
directed to the man himself whereas in the Hölderlin poem the question appears in the first half 
of the text and the answer is directed to a third party.  Musically, the answer is built on a 
succession of major chords. 
                                                 
25 Benjamin Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943), 10. 
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 The last phrase of “Sokrates und Alcibiades” took Pears up to a pianissimo high A-flat 
on the word “Schönem [Beautiful]” which Pears was more than capable of endowing with great 
emotion and tender care (See Example 6-17). 




This emotion is called for in the text “Und es neigen die Weisen oft am Ende zu Schönem sich 
[And the wise will bow often in the end to that which is beautiful]” as Socrates explains that his 
love is quite natural, as all wise men would know. 
After the anger of the text of the first setting, and the longing of that of the second setting, 
this text seems to be a justification to society of Britten’s relationship with Pears, focusing upon 
the spirituality and inevitability of the love rather than the physical aspects.  Although this was a 
fairly overt statement, when set by Britten, it was still masked by the use of the German language 
which only some, not all, would understand completely. 
 
 Die Jugend     Youth 
 
 Da ich ein Knabe war,   When I was a boy 
 Rettet’ ein Gott mich oft   A God would often rescue me 
 Vom Geschrei und der Ruthe   From the shouts and rod  
     der Menschen,         of men. 
                                                 
26 Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, 10. 
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Da spielt’ ich sicher und gut   I played securely and good 
Mit dem Blumen des Hains,   With the flowers of the grove, 
Und die Lüftchen des Himmels  And the breezes of the heavens 
Spielten mit mir.    played with me. 
 
Und wie du das Herz    And as you the hearts 
Der Pflanzen erfreust,    of plants cheer 
Wenn sie entgegen dir   When they reach toward you 
Die zarten Arme streken,   Their tender arms, 
So hast du mein Herz erfreut   So did you please my heart, 
Vater Helios!  Und, wie Endymion  Father Helios!  And, like Endymion, 
War ich dein Liebling,   I was your favorite, 
Heilige Luna!     Holy Luna! 
 
O all ihr treuen    O all you faithful 
Freundlichen Götter!    Friendly Gods! 
Dass ihr wusstet,    Would that you knew 
Wie euch meine Seele geliebt!  How my soul loved you! 
 
Mich erzog der Wohllaut   I was educated by the pleasing sound 
Des sa’ uselnden Hains   Of the rustling grove, 
Und lieben lernt’ ich    And I learned to love 
Unter den Blumen.    Beneath the flowers. 
Im Arme der Götter wuchs ich gross.  In the arms of the Gods I became a man. 
 
  
“Die Jugend” receives by far the most vigorous treatment vocally and pianistically in this 
cycle, full of wide melodic leaps, exemplified in the very first phrase: octave up, seventh down, 
sixth up, fifth down, fourth up (See Example 6-18).  
Example 6-18, “Die Jugend,” mm. 2-5.27 
 
 
                                                 
27 Ibid., 11. 
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This melodic idea and its inversion appear throughout the piece, representing the youthful 
character of the boy.  The higher tessitura helped Pears to use a more youthful sound, although a 
lower range is used for the phrase “Rettet’ ein Gott mich oft vom Geschrei und der Ruthe der 
Menschen [A God would often rescue me From the shouts and rod  of men]” in this case so that 
the tenor could use a slightly more menacing tone (See Example 6-19).   
Example 6-19, “Die Jugend,” mm. 16-22.28 
 
 
When the boy sings of the tender love and care he received, “Und wie du das Herz der Pflanzen 
erfreust . . . So hast du mein Herz erfreut [And as you the hearts. . . So did you please my heart,]” 
the vocal line becomes more conjunct and lingers in the upper middle voice where the singer 
could use a tender tone quality, until the climax of the phrase on a high A-flat (See Example 6-
20).  
                                                 
28 Ibid., 11-12. 
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The phrases “O all ihr treuen Freundlichen Götter! Dass ihr wüsstet, Wie euch meine Seele 
geliebt! [O all you faithful, friendly Gods! Would that you knew how my soul loved you!]” are 
set first with a string of E-naturals along with the static chords of the accompaniment, indicating 
a persistence and dedication on the part of the narrator, followed by a slow descent into the 
middle-range (See Example 6-21).   
                                                 
29 Ibid., 13. 
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Example 6-21, “Die Jugend,” mm. 77-82.30 
 
 
The last verse of the text, as in the first song of this cycle, displays increasing emotion towards 
the end, in this case a more physical passion than anger, and this is expressed in the vocal line 
again by the use of an increasingly high register: the piece ends on the high note, a G natural 
above middle C, reminiscent of the use of the high voice in the Michelangelo Sonnets (See 
Examples 6-22 and 6-23). 
Example 6-22, “Die Jugend,” mm. 108-113.31 
 
                                                 
30 Ibid., 14. 
31 Ibid., 15. 
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Example 6-23, “Sonetto XXXI,” mm. 58-61 32 
 
 
 The references to Helios (God of the Sun) and Luna (Goddess of the Moon), as well as of 
her eternally youthful lover Endymion (in his sleep unable to age), help to emphasize the 
naturalness of the state of the narrator in this story as he explains why he is the way he is.  It also 
reinforces the idea that the ignorance of childhood, in this case due to separation from 
humankind, is the most natural and happiest state of mind, which drew Britten to this poem. 
 
 Hälfte des Lebens    The Middle of Life 
 
 Mit gelben Birnen hänget   With yellow pears it hangs there 
 Und voll mit wilden Rosen   And full of wild roses 
 Das Land in den See,    The land into the lake, 
 Ihr holden Schwäne,    You fair swans 
 Und trunken von Küssen   And drunk with kisses 
 Tunkt ihr das Haupt    You dunk your heads 
 Ins heilignüchterne Wasser.   In the holy, sober water. 
 
 Weh mir, wo nehm’ ich, wenn  Woe is me! where will I get, 
 Es Winter ist, die Blumen, und wo  When it is winter, the flowers, and where 
 Den Sonnenschein    The sunshine, 
 Und Schatten der Erde?   And the shadows of the Earth? 
 Die Mauern stehn    The walls stand 
 Sprachlose und kalt, im Winde  Speechless and cold; in the wind 
 Klirren die Fahnen.    Rattles the Weather-vanes. 
 
  
                                                 
32 Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, 9. 
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The text of “Hälfte des Lebens” has a great deal of sorrow tempering the anger of 
alienation, and this sorrow is expressed motivically by the use of descending half-steps 
reminiscent of “O Might These Sighes and Teares” from the John Donne Sonnets (See Example 
6-24 and 6-25), although in this case the weeping extended further in the tenor’s range.  
Example 6-24, “Hälfte des Lebens,” mm. 1-10.33 
 
                                                 
33 Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, 16. 
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Within the phrases that contain them, the descending half-step motive, historically known as the 
“sigh motive,” is repeated sequentially, sometimes descending the distance of a minor seventh 
(See Example 6-26).  
                                                 
34 Benjamin Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, opus 35 (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1946), 12. 
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Example 6-26, “Hälfte des Lebens,” mm. 11-21.35 
 
 
The angst was further expressed by Britten in his use of contradictory metric structures between 
the voice and accompaniment.   
The middle section of this setting becomes angrier beginning with the text “Weh mir, wo 
nehm’ ich, wenn es Winter ist, die Blumen, und wo Den Sonnenschein und schatten der Erde 
[Woe is me! where will I get, when it is winter, the flowers, and where the sunshine and the 
                                                 
35 Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, 16-17. 
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shadows of the Earth?]” with the triplets in the accompaniment coming twice as quickly, and the 
vocal line, set higher in the tenor’s voice to allow for a more urgent tone quality, appears in 
shorter, almost clipped phrases (See Example 6-27).  
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Example 6-27, “Hälfte des Lebens,” mm. 25-37.36 
 
 
                                                 
36 Ibid., 17-18. 
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The half-steps return as the anger is tempered with more sorrow in the subsequent phrases.  The 
final statement of the piece ends dramatically, beginning a slow ascent from the tenor’s lower 
middle voice at “Die Mauern stehn sprachlos und kalt [The walls stand speechless and cold]”, up 
through his upper middle voice at “im Winde [in the wind]” and up into his top voice  at “Klirren 
die Fahnen [Rattles the Weather-vanes]” culminating on a high A-flat (See Example 6-28).   
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Example 6-28, “Hälfte des Lebens,” mm. 39-47.37 
 
 
This steady climb allowed the singer to add intensity to his voice as the text acknowledges the 
loneliness in utter dismay. Due to its place in the cycle, immediately after the joyful setting of 
                                                 
37 Ibid., 18-19. 
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“Die Jugend” in which the poet relives some of the bliss he feels he no longer has, this dismay is 
tempered by the urgency of the love he feels. 
The text expresses the inability of the narrator to have what others have: the beautiful 
things once thought available to him are no longer so.  As a homosexual in Great Britain in the 
middle to late 1950s, it is likely that Britten was aware of what was not available to him, and 
what freedoms could be taken from his partner and himself.  The sadness of the text could have 
also appealed to the couple, who had lost some of their homosexual friends during this period 
either to natural death or, in one instance, to suicide. Noel Mewton-Wood, the first performer of 
the revised version of Britten’s Piano Concerto in 1946, was apparently unable to cope with the 
homophobia in his society, especially after the death of his partner, and ingested prussic acid in 
late 1953 at the age of 31.38 
 
 Die Linien des Lebens   Lines of Life 
 
 Die Linien des Lebens sind verschieden, The lines of life are varied, 
 Wie Wege sind,     As roads are, 
     und wie der Berge Grenzen.       and as are the mountain’s borders. 
Was hier wir sind,     What we are here 
     kann dort ein Gott ergänzen       can there a God supplement 
Mit harmonien und ew’gem Lohn   With harmonies and eternal reward 
     und Frieden.         and peace. 
 
  
The final setting of the cycle, “Die Linien des Lebens,” is the shortest poem of the six, in 
fact it is the shortest of any in the five cycles under discussion.  Britten set the two verses, the 
second a variation of the first (the first is in minor and the second is in major), each beginning in 
the tenor’s lower middle voice, slowly ascending up to an octave and a third away (G-flat above 
                                                 
38 Carpenter, 365; Johnson, 221; and Cyrus Meher-Homji, “Noel Mewton-Wood,” Grove Music Online. L. Macy, 
ed. [online]; available from http;//www.grovemusic.com; Internet: accessed 27 August 2005. 
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middle C in the first verse, G-natural above middle C in the second verse) and reaching a 
cadence on the E-flat just below it (See Example 6-29).   
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39 Britten, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, 20-21. 
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The rise to the end of the phrase in both verses constitutes word painting of the text. The ascent 
depicts the height of the mountains in the first verse, to the text “und wie der Berge Grenzen [and 
as are the mountains’ borders]” and the heavens implied by the text “und ew’gem Lohn und 
Frieden [and eternal reward and peace],” a hopeful and yearning statement about the afterlife, is 
expressed in the same way.  The tempo of the piece is 66 quarter notes to the minute, and the 
phrases in this setting, consisting mostly of half notes, are very long at this tempo, taxing any 
singer’s breath support, but the composer not only thought it was necessary for the expression of 
the meaning of this text, but also knew that his partner was more than capable of sustaining these 
long phrases (See Example 6-30). 
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This poem promises reward to all despite the variety of different paths that each either chooses or 
is assigned in life.  Britten, as a homosexual, would have been drawn to this kind of a statement 
                                                 
40 Ibid., 20, 21. 
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in the midst of his own turmoil, as a counterattack against those who vilified both him and all 
homosexual men.  The setting of this poem is a powerful response to all the questions addressed 
in the cycle, and gives a sense of comfort and finality in its answer. 
By the 1950s, both men had become very well-respected in their own fields.  In the 
period between the composition of Winter Words and Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, they achieved 
success in Britten’s The Turn of the Screw (1954), Nocturne (1958), and Songs from the Chinese 
(1958), the latter written for Pears and Julian Bream, guitarist. Despite his success, not only as a 
respected composer but as an accompanist and through his association to the Aldeburgh Festival, 
Britten continued to be very self-critical and to feel alienated from society. The political 
atmosphere in Great Britain was highly charged as the advocates of the findings of the 
Wolfenden Report fought against the more conservative government and its resistance to 
changing the laws regarding homosexuality. The law remained in place for nine more years. It is 
likely that for these reasons, as well as others unknown to us, the composer was inspired to set 
six of Hölderlin’s poems for himself and his partner. 
Britten again chose specific poems and arranged them to form a narrative from beginning 
to end.  As in the preceding cycle, however, some of the poems function as an allegorical 
representation of the narrator’s feelings (such as in “Sokrates und Alcibiades”). The choice of 
texts is reflective of experiences of the two homosexuals, alienated by members of their society 
and by their government.  The compositional style of the cycle and its expectations for both 
performers is an indication of the level of artistry that the two men had reached at this point in 
their careers. 
Britten carefully chose these six poems and arranged them in such a way that not only do 
they depict a psychological journey for the narrator, who comes to terms with his own feelings 
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and those of society, but just as in Winter Words, the cycle is a mirror image of itself: the first 
and sixth settings are related, as are the second and fifth, as are the third and fourth.  Compared 
to those of the previous work, these texts are both angrier and more intensely sorrowful.  
Therefore the musical style is more energetic, reminiscent of his first two cycles with piano 
written for the tenor. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Who Are These Children?, opus 84 (1969) 
 
Over ten years passed between the composition of the Hölderlin cycle and that of Who 
Are These Children? Britten and Pears were quite busy during this time, of course, with their 
own separate careers and traveling with friends.  In point of fact, Britten neither stopped writing 
for his partner, it was during this period that he created roles for the tenor in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, opus 64 (1960) and War Requiem, opus 66 (1962), nor did he stop writing for 
voice and piano, composing Songs and Proverbs of William Blake, opus 74, for Dietrich Fischer-
Dieskau, and The Poet’s Echo, opus 76, for Galina Vishnevskaya, both in 1965.  It is likely, 
however, that since Britten was spending less time concertizing with the tenor and that he had 
written four cycles from which to choose for recitals with him when they did collaborate, he felt 
free to focus on other genres and performers. 
Who Are These Children? is a setting of twelve poems by William Soutar (1898-1943), 
eight of which are children’s rhymes in a Scottish dialect.  The poet, like the composer and his 
partner, was a pacifist, and these poems had been written just before World War II. The contrast 
between the children’s rhymes and the four poems about children, which are in English, is quite 
striking, and Britten took advantage of this in his setting of the poems.  In point of fact, eleven of 
the twelve fit easily into three separate categories: three are lively folk-song like settings 
(Scottish), four are more lyrical folk-like settings akin to lullabies (Scottish), four are the English 
settings in a more modern style, and the remaining setting is an amalgamation of elements from 
the lyrical Scottish and English settings. 
While the organization of the two previously discussed cycles is an arch form, this cycle 
is organized into two equal parts which are parallel in terms of subject material. It deals first with 
childhood and the loss of innocence from that perspective, and then adulthood and the loss of 
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innocence from that perspective.  As with the other cycles, the poems chosen by Britten were not 
intended by the poet to be part of a longer narrative, but the composer’s ordering of the poems 
creates one. 
 The poems are organized into two parallel halves, each beginning with a riddle, the 
answer to which denotes the perspective of that half.  A poem that describes the innocence of 
children is the second poem in each half, again reflecting the perspective of first a child then of 
an adult. The third poem in each half describes the initial wounding of innocents. The fourth is a 
poem about interaction between children and adults including further physical or emotional 
trauma to the children. The fifth poem of each half describes the end of the day as the child lies 
down to sleep, and is followed in the sixth by a poem about death (See Table 7-1). 
Table 7-1: Organization of Poems as a Cycle 
 First Half    Second Half    
Theme Title Subject Language Affect Title Subject Language Affect 
Beginning A Riddle (The Earth) Childhood Scottish Quick 
A Riddle (The 
Child You Were) Adulthood Scottish Lullaby 
Youth A Laddie’s Sang 
Innocent, 
Beautiful Scottish Lullaby The Larky Lad Rude, Ugly Scottish Quick 
Wounding Nightmare Of Nature English Serious Who Are These Children? 
Of 
Children English Serious 
Adults vs. 
Children Black Day 
Child’s 
Perspective Scottish Quick Supper 
Adult’s 
Perspective Scottish Lullaby 
Child’s 
End Bed-time Night Scottish Lullaby The Children Death English Serious 





 The first riddle introduces the idea of the earth, and also serves as a metaphor for the 
beginning of life.  The poem is all-encompassing, showing the diversity of the world.  The 
second poem focuses upon the purity and innocence of nature, again a metaphor for childhood 
and its inherent innocence.  The third sets nature against man, with the innocent trees being 
harmed, although not yet killed, by man, and is once again a metaphor for the harm to children 
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by adults.  The fourth setting is no longer metaphorical, speaking directly about the wounding of 
children by adults in the name of right.  The fifth setting is a lullaby, referring to nature but 
addressed to a child falling asleep.  The sixth poem deals with death, but the reference to “the 
phantoms of the dead,” implies that the death is more an ending of a period of time than the 
actual end of life.   
The second riddle, the seventh song, opens the second half of the cycle, confirming that 
the death at the end of the first half is that of childhood, and as the first riddle concerned the 
beginning of childhood, this riddle speaks of the end of childhood and the beginning of 
adulthood.  As the first half of the cycle takes the perspective of the child, this second half adopts 
the perspective of the adult, and so the eighth setting looks back at the innocence of youth, as the 
second setting did, but this time casts the youth as disrespectful, rude, and in need of discipline.  
The ninth setting, the third poem of this half, concerns the wounding of children through the 
ignorance of adults, who seem more focused on conquest, war, and material gain.  The tenth 
poem set of the cycle provides a self-righteous, hypocritical view of adults: they know what is 
good for children and that justifies what they do.  The penultimate setting parallels the fifth since 
it occurs at the end of the day, but in this case, because of the adults who mistreat them, the 
children are lying in the streets instead of bed.  The twelfth setting describes a death, this time a 
physical one, returning to the metaphorical use of nature to represent the eternal innocence of 
youth. Based on what we know about the times in which the composer lived and his own 
experiences as a young homosexual growing up in a homophobic society, a plausible 
interpretation of the cycle is that the boy is Britten, or at least a young homosexual under 
oppressive circumstances, experiencing the discrimination of the society in which he grew up. 
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The overall vocal range of this cycle is not much different from those which were 
composed earlier: it extends from B-natural a minor ninth below middle C to the A-flat above it, 
but the tessitura throughout is lower.  The tenor was approaching sixty at this point and, as often 
happens with age, his comfortable range had dropped slightly and his voice had gained a little bit 
of weight.    Britten used this to his advantage, especially in the English poems, which have a 
deeper emotional quality. All eight settings of the children’s rhymes bear a striking resemblance 
to Britten’s folk-song arrangements, especially in the relationship of the accompaniment to the 
vocal line.  Britten’s accompaniments in his folk-song arrangements are not “traditional” 
harmonizations of the melodies but use dissonances and tonalities other than that implied by the 
melody to help set the mood of the piece (See Example 7-1).   
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1 Benjamin Britten, arranger, Folksong Arrangements, Volume 1: British Isles (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943), 
17, 18.  Examples from “The Ash Grove” reproduced with kind permission of Boosey & Hawkes, Inc. 
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This is also true in most of these eight settings (“The Auld Aik” being a special exception).  The 
melodies of these eight can not necessarily be considered akin to those of folk songs – there are 
often unusual melodic skips that one would not expect to find in a folk song – but the use of 
rhythmic and melodic ideas within the melodies give the effect of a folk tune. 
The lively settings of the children’s rhymes include the first, fourth, and eighth of the 
cycle, “A Riddle (The Earth),” “Black Day,” and “The Larky Lad.”  The accompaniments of “A 
Riddle (The Earth)” and “The Larky Lad” double the melodic line, which helps give the effect of 
the folk song because typically the treatment of a folk song does include a doubled melodic line 
in the accompaniment.  As in Winter Words, these songs are not particularly remarkable in the 
way that the voice is used, other than the fact that the vocal line is meant to sound like that of a 
folk song.  The more lyrical settings of the Scottish poems are the second, fifth, seventh, and 
tenth: “A Laddie’s Sang,” “Bed-Time,” “Riddle (The Child You Were),” and “Supper.”  Again, 
these are meant to be folk-like in style, so the use of the voice is more limited than would be the 
case in a freer style of music. The English settings of the cycle are free in terms of tonality and 
discernable melody, as well as the use of some complex rhythms.  In this way, the composer was 
able to write very dramatic sounding music, drawing attention to the text, allowing for his 
partner to be expressive in his performance of it.  The tenor was well-respected for his acting and 
for his ability to put great emotional commitment in his interpretation of the sung word, and so it 
is not surprising that Britten should continue to find ways for his partner to do so, without being 








(1.) A Riddle (The Earth) 
 
There’s pairt o’ it young 
And pairt o’ it auld: 
There’s pairt o’ it het 
And pairt o’ it cauld: 
 
There’s pairt o’ it bare 
And pairt o’ it claid: 
There’s pairt o’ it quick 
And pairt o’ it dead. 
 
 
In the first setting of this cycle, “A Riddle (The Earth),” there is a youthfulness as well as 
a reference to nature expressed in the prelude: its rhythms evoke thoughts of a galloping horse.  
The vocal line, a very simple-sounding melody, is doubled throughout in the accompaniment, 
furthering the idea that this is in fact a folk song. In this fairly short setting, only 48 measures, 
there are numerous examples of Britten using a simple melodic line in an expressive way. 
“Young,” “Het” (Hot), “Bare” and “Quick,” words which indicate youth, energy, and freedom, 
are set on higher pitches (See Example 7-2).   
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Example 7-2, “A Riddle (The Earth),” (a.) mm. 12, (b.) 16, (c.) 31, (d.) 35.2 
(a.)               (b.) 
     
(c.)          (d.) 
   
In contrast, “Auld” (Old), “Cauld” (Cold), “Claid” (Clad) and “Dead,” words of old age, 
lethargy, and constraint, are set on C below middle C, (See Example 7-3).   
                                                 
2 Benjamin Britten, Who Are These Children?, opus 84 (London: Faber Music Ltd., 1972), 2-3. Examples from “A 
Riddle (The Earth)” reproduced with kind permission of Faber Music Ltd, London. 
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Example 7-3, “A Riddle (The Earth),” (a.) mm. 14, (b.) 18, (c.) 33, (d.) 37. 3 
 (a.)      (b.) 
     
(c.)      (d.) 
     
The composer’s setting of this poem using folk-song characteristics helps to reflect his own 
sympathy for nature and youth because of its almost carefree simplicity. 
 
(2.) A Laddie’s Sang 
 
O! it’s owre the brases abüne our toun 
Whan the simmer days come in’ 
Whaur the blue-bells grow, and the burnies row, 
And gowdan4 is the whin.5 
 
The gowk6 sings frae the birken-schaw,7 
And the laverock far aboon: 
The bees bummer by, the peesies8 cry, 
And the lauchin linn9 lowps10 doun. 
                                                 
3 Ibid., 2-3. 
4 golden (All translations provided are those found in the published score of Who Are These Children?) 
5 furze 
6 cuckoo 





The tessitura of the first of the lyrical settings of the Scottish poems, “A Laddie’s Sang,” 
is the highest of this type in the cycle, no doubt to express the idea of the birds referenced in the 
text (See Example 7-4).   








The higher range also allowed Pears to sing with a light tone, almost crooning, which added the 
effect of a lullaby.  The setting contrasts with the previous one stylistically, but the unification of 
the language, as well as the theme, helps to maintain the sympathetic feelings towards nature and 
                                                 
11 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 4. Examples from “A Laddie’s Sang” reproduced with kind permission of 
Faber Music Ltd, London. 
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towards children.  It also provides greater contrast with the setting that follows, “A Nightmare,” 
the first of the English poems. 
 The texts of the first two settings of the cycle seem to have been chosen by Britten to 
create the idea of an idyllic childhood, much like the one that he had.12  In this way, it is possible 
to suppose that Britten intends for the boy represented in the story to be a representation of his 
self because this is a child exposed to unjustified criticism and condemnation of his own nature.  





The tree stood flowering in a dream: 
Beside the tree a dark shape bowed: 
As lightning glittered the axe-gleam 
Across the wound in the broken wood. 
 
The tree cried out with human cries: 
Form its deepening hurt the blood ran: 
The branches flowered with children’s eyes 
And the dark murderer was a man. 
 
There came a fear which sighed aloud; 
And with its fear the dream-world woke: 
Yet in the day the tree still stood 
Bleeding beneath the axe-man’s stroke. 
 
 
The third song of the cycle, “The Nightmare,” the first of the settings of the poems in 
English, alternates between a slightly more lyric melody with a higher tessitura for the music of 
the tree, and a slower, lower-lying melody for the music of the man who would cut the tree 
down.  The sections about the tree have an absence of the sense of a regular pulse, as the 
                                                 
12 Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A Biography (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1992), 6-9. 
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accompaniment repeats a melody two octaves higher and faster than the vocal line which enters 
during the second repetition of this pattern (See Example 7-5).  
Example 7-5, “Nightmare,” m. 1. 13 
 
 
The contrasting sections about the evil “axe-man” continue the ostinato in the right hand of the 
accompaniment, but the vocal line and accompaniment in these sections are in the same tempo, 
accented by the heavy chords in the left hand of the piano which double the rhythm of the vocal 
melody (See Example 7-6).  
                                                 
13 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 5. Examples from “Nightmare” reproduced with kind permission of Faber 
Music Ltd, London. 
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Example 7-6, “Nightmare,” mm. 2-7/1. 14 
 
 
The tessitura allowed Pears the luxury of a lighter tone for the tree, which “cried out with 
human cries” (See Example 7-7) and has branches that are “flowered with children’s eyes” (See 
Example 7-8), and a heavier, more ominous tone for the “dark murderer” (See Example 7-9).  




                                                 
14 Ibid., 5. 
15 Ibid., 6. 
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Example 7-8, “Nightmare,” m. 17.16 
 
 
Example 7-9, “Nightmare,” mm. 18-20.17 
 
 
 The man in this poem is doing wrong to that which is natural.  Britten, in his arrangement 
of the texts of the cycle, has introduced two different ideas of nature: in the first text it was 
nature itself, and in the second it was a young boy who may represent Britten.  To Britten, 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 6. 
17 Ibid., 6. 
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homosexuality was natural, and is quite possibly using this poem to represent the wounds that his 
society inflicted upon gay men. 
 
 (4.) Black Day 
 
A skelp18 frae his teacher 
For a’ he cudna spell: 
A skelp frae his mither 
For cowpin owre the kail.19 
 
A skelp frae his brither 
For clourin20 his braw bat: 
And a skelp frae his faither 
For the Lord kens what. 
 
 
The fourth setting of the cycle, “Black Day,” is another of the lively folk-like settings.  
Like that of the first, its accompaniment doubles the melodic line, helping to give it the effect of 
a folk song.  The character of this setting is darker than the previous two Scottish settings, 
especially in the  word painting on the beatings (“skelps”)  the boy receives,  all set as  
descending tritones (See Example 7-10). 
                                                 
18 smack 
19 spilling the broth 
20 bashing 
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Example 7-10, “Black Day,” (a.) mm. 2, (b.) 6, (c.) 10, (d.) 14. 21 
 (a.)      (b.) 
    
(c.)      (d.) 
    
 
This darker quality is an effect of the setting that preceded it, with its images of violence and 
pain. 
 The sympathy that was established in the first two settings for that which is natural 
(especially the boy in “A Laddie’s Sang”) is intensified in this setting by the poor boy who does 
not necessarily understand what he has done to deserve so much punishment.  Again, if the boy 
is thought of as Britten, or as a young homosexual, this would represent a coming of age and 
realization that what he believes to be normal is actually vilified by the society in which he lives, 





                                                 
21 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 8-9. Examples from “Black Day” reproduced with kind permission of Faber 




Cuddle-doun, my bairnie; 
The dargie day22 is düne: 
Yon’s a siller sternie 
Ablow the siller müne: 
 
Like a wabster body23 
Hingin on a threed, 
Far abüne my laddie 
And his wee creepie-bed. 
 
 
Again, a lively Scottish setting is followed by a more sedate, lyric setting.  “Bed-Time,” a 
lullaby, begins somewhat low, but ascends to the top of the staff as the singer describes to the 
little boy the moon and a spider on its web (See Example 7-11).  
Example 7-11, “Bed-time,” mm. 8-10. 24 
 
 
On its own, this setting is fairly serene, but by its placement in the cycle Britten seemed to 
acknowledge the boy’s exhaustion and confusion about his treatment by society, as well as to 
foreshadow a darker, more sinister end to the day. 
 
                                                 
22 working day 
23 spider 
24 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 10. Examples from “Bed-time” reproduced with kind permission of Faber 




Within the violence of the storm 
The wise men are made dumb: 
Young bones are hollowed by the worm: 
The babe dies in the womb. 
 
Above the lover’s mouth is pressed 
The silence of a stone: 
Death rides upon an iron beast 
And tramples cities down. 
 
And shall the multitudinous grave 
Our enmity inter; 
These dungeons of misrule enslave 
Our bitterness and fear? 
 
All are the conquered; and in vain 
The laurel binds the brow: 
The phantoms of the dead remain 
And from our faces show. 
 
 
The sixth setting, “Slaughter,” has a similar accompaniment figure to that of “Thou Hast 
Made Me” from the John Donne sonnets, especially in terms of the frantic energy, while the 
vocal line is more controlled (See Example 7-12).   
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25 Benjamin Britten, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1946), 33. 
26 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 11. Examples from “Slaughter” reproduced with kind permission of Faber 






However, the tessitura of the vocal line is generally lower, not only to account for the fact that 
Pears’s voice had settled somewhat but also because this poem does not have the same kind of 
youthful anger as the former setting.  Many of the dark images of this poem are set to rather low 
pitches, “The babe dies in the womb,” “. . . tramples the city down,” and “our bitterness and 
fear” (See Example 7-13).   
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In contrast, the composer allowed the singer to express contempt for these things in a higher 
range, allowing for a more biting tone, especially for the highest phrase in the piece set to the 
text “These dungeons of misrule” (See Example 7-14).   
                                                 
27 Ibid., 12, 13, 14. 
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Example 7-14, “Slaughter,” mm. 34-36. 28 
 
The melody of the final statement, “And from our faces show,” is an ascending whole-tone scale 
which, with its nebulous tonality, helped the singer to express shock at the horrors that had 
occurred by removing from the vocal line a sense of tonality (See Example 7-15). 
Example 7-15, “Slaughter,” mm. 55-58. 29 
 
 
 This setting marks the end of the first half of the cycle.  The boy and nature, which 
Britten presents as nearly identical, have suffered at the hands of adults.  As has been discussed, 
Britten was attracted to the theme of the loss of innocence both in texts of previous cycles and of 
operas.  At this point in the cycle, he has achieved this: all that remains of childhood thoughts 
and feelings are “phantoms.”  
                                                 
28 Ibid., 14. 
29 Ibid., 15. 
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(7.) Riddle (The Child You Were) 
 
It was your faither and mither, 
Yet it wasna weddit: 
It was your sister or brither 
Though nane were beside it. 
 
Wit and wisdom it lent ye, 
Yet it wasna lairéd: 
And though it dee’d or it kent ye 
It was never buried. 
 
“Riddle (The Child You Were), begins the second half of the cycle.  In contrast with the 
first half, which began with the lively setting “Riddle (The Earth),” this half begins with a more 
sober, more hushed setting.  The setting gets most of its interest from the rhythmic shift between 
duplets and triplets (See Example 7-16).   
Example 7-16, “Riddle (The Child You Were),” mm. 4-5. 30 
 
 
Dramatically, the hushed nature of the piece sets up the different perspective presented in this 
half, that of adulthood.  The use of riddles to begin both halves unifies them, while the differing 





                                                 
30 Ibid., 16. Examples from “A Riddle (The Child You Were)” reproduced with kind permission of Faber Music Ltd, 
London. 
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(8.) The Larky Lad 
 
The larky lad frae the pantry 
Skipp’t through the muckle31 ha’; 
He had ma’ fear o’ the gentry, 
And his respec’ was sma’. 
 
He cockit his face richt merry; 
And as he jiggit on 
His mou’ was round as a cherry 
Like he whistled a braw tune. 
 
And monie a noble body 
Glower’d doun frae his frame o’ gowd 
On the plisky32 pantry-laddie 
Wha was sae merry and royd.33 
 
 
The eighth setting of the cycle, “The Larky Lad,” is one of the lively settings of the 
Scottish poems.  This is a further contrast from the first half, as its counterpart, “A Laddie’s 
Sang,” was one of the more lyrical.  Just as the first poems of each half are united by title, so are 
these in their reference to a lad.  “The Larky Lad” skips through his world with a series of 
disjunct intervals (See Example 7-17).  
Example 7-17, “The Larky Lad,” mm. 1-3. 34 
 
 




34 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 18. Examples from “The Larky Lad” reproduced with kind permission of 
Faber Music Ltd, London. 
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“His merry face” is set in the passaggio where Pears could add a little sweetness to his tone (See 
Example 7-18).   
Example 7-18, “The Larky Lad,” mm. 7-15. 35 
 
 
However, this sweetness can be perceived as condescending: we are now looking at children 
from the perspective of adulthood, and seeing them as destructive, ignorant, disrespectful, and 
perhaps even devious. 
 The organization of the cycle in this way, contrasting the two perspectives directly, offers 
the greatest insight into what may have been Britten’s own perspective. Given the prevailing 
social attitudes in Great Britain at that time, casting the youth as a homosexual and the adults as 
homophobic shows the composer at his most overtly political.  Perhaps the repeal of the law 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 18-19. 
 207
banning consensual homosexual acts between adult men in 1967 made him feel less reluctant to 
present these ideas more boldly, i.e. in English as opposed to the German of the previous cycle.36 
 
 
(9.) Who Are These Children? 
 
With easy hands upon the rein, 
And hounds at their horses’ feet, 
The ladies and the gentlemen 
Ride through the village street. 
 
Brightness of blood upon the coats 
And on the women’s lips: 
Brightness of silver at the throats 
And on the hunting whips. 
 
Is there a dale more calm, more green 
Under this morning hour; 
A scene more alien than this scene 
Within a world at war? 
 
Who are these children gathered here 
Out of the fire and smoke 
That with remembering faces stare 




The title song, the ninth in the cycle, contrasts the adult world of a fox hunt with a group 
of young onlookers.  The vocal line for the hunt is moderately high and fairly tonal which 
allowed the singer to express the “normalcy” of this life.  The vocal line becomes a little more 
disjunct at “Brightness of blood upon their coats” as if to show cracks in the armor of these 
adults and the cruelty of the hunt itself, despite its acceptability in society (See Example 7-19).  
                                                 
36 Hyde, H. Montgomery, The Love That Dared Not Speak Its Name: A Candid History of Homosexuality in Britain 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1970), 268. 
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Example 7-19, “Who Are These Children?,” mm. 35-39. 37 
 
 
The character of the text becomes ironic at “Is there a dale more calm, more green” as the vocal 
line to suggest this irony consists of a sweet mid-range melody ahead of the setting of “at war” 
(See Example 7-20).  
Example 7-20, “Who Are These Children?,” mm. 59-63. 38 
 
 
The foreboding of the low E-natural and F-natural for “at war” is striking in contrast to the 
higher register that precedes it (See Example 7-21).  
                                                 
37 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 21. Examples from “Who Are These Children?” reproduced with kind 
permission of Faber Music Ltd, London. 
38 Ibid., 22. 
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Example 7-21, “Who Are These Children?,” mm. 75-77. 39 
 
 
The world of the children is expressed with a disjunct melody in free recitative style (similar to 
the tree sections in “Nightmare”) at variance with the accompaniment which in its own time 
continues the hunting horn calls that it has had throughout the setting (See Example 7-22).   
                                                 
39 Ibid., 22-23. 
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Example 7-22, “Who Are These Children?,” m. 84. 40 
 
 
None of this melody is set in a high register; in fact it ends quite low which again allowed Pears 
the opportunity to add a bit of growl to the sound, which shows the narrator’s pent-up anger over 
the mistreatment of these children. 
 The composer continued to contrast the world of the innocents with the society which is 
causing or will ultimately cause them pain.  The text of this setting expresses great anger at the 
ignorance of those who are causing harm, in this case for the sake of mere sport.  Again, this is 
                                                 
40 Ibid., 23. 
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not veiled in a foreign language, as it was in the Hölderlin settings, so the shock and dismay 





Steepies41 for the bairnie 
Sae moolie42 in the mou’: 
Parritch for a strappan lad 
To make his beard grow. 
 
Stovies43 for a muckle man 
To keep him stout and hale: 
A noggin for the auld carl 
To gar him sleep weel. 
 
Bless the meat, and bless the drink, 
And the hand that steers the pat:44 
And be guid to beggar-bodies 
Whan they come to your yett.45 
 
 
“Supper,” the tenth setting of this cycle, is actually a modified strophic song, using the 
same music for the first two verses but different material for the third.  In the third verse, each 
phrase slowly ascends in pitch until “steers the pat” (stirs the pot), as the boy becomes excited 
about the coming meal (See Example 7-23).   




44 stirs the pot 
45 gate 
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However, the line descends as he is reminded to be good to those who do not have as much as he 
does for dinner (See Example 7-24).   
Example 7-24, “Supper,” mm. 26-29. 47 
 
 
                                                 
46 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 25. Examples from “Supper” reproduced with kind permission of Faber Music 
Ltd, London. 
47 Ibid., 25. 
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This is the last setting of the Scottish poetry in the more lyrical folk-like style in the cycle.  Just 
as in “The Larky Lad,” however, the sweetness of the musical setting betrays the condescending 
attitude of the adults who look upon children, a boy in this case, as being stupid, silly, and 
disrespectful creatures. 
 
 (11.) The Children 
 
Upon the street they lie 
Beside the broken stone: 
The blood of children stares from the broken stone. 
 
Death came out of the sky 
In the bright afternoon: 
Darkness slanted over the bright afternoon. 
 
Again the sky is clear 
But upon earth a stain: 
The earth is darkened with a darkening stain: 
 
A wound which everywhere 
Corrupts the hearts of men: 
The blood of children corrupts the hearts of men. 
 
Silence is in the air: 
The stars move to their places: 
Silent and serene the stars move to their places: 
 
But from earth the children stare 
With blind and fearful faces: 




The eleventh setting and last of the English poems, “The Children,” is perhaps the most 
innovative of these settings especially in terms of tonality.  The lack of a stable tonality 
throughout and the use of many disjunct skips from one register to another helped the singer to 
establish the fact that the narrator was astounded by the behavior found in the poem.  There are 
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moments of word painting, for example a skip upwards on “sky” and a low tessitura for 
“darkness” (See Example 7-25).   
Example 7-25, “The Children,” (a.) mm. 17, (b.) 21. 48 
 (a.)      (b.) 
    
 
The lowest note of the cycle, the B-natural a ninth below middle C, occurs at the end of the low-
lying phrase “the blood of children corrupts the hearts of men,” which again allowed Pears the 
chance to express a biting anger with a heavy, dark sound (See Example 7-26).  
                                                 
48 Ibid., 27. Examples from “The Children” reproduced with kind permission of Faber Music Ltd, London. 
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The melodic line in the subsequent phrases have a higher tessitura which descends rapidly as the 
narrator expresses astonishment that the world would continue unaffected by this tragedy (See 
Example 7-27).   
                                                 
49 Ibid., 28-29. 
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Example 7-27, “The Children,” mm. 49-59. 50 
 
 
This shock turns again to anger, expressed in the vocal line by the ascent to a high A-flat, above 
middle C, starting a violent sounding melisma on the word “faces” the latter part of which is 
echoed an octave lower on the word “children’s” in the following phrase, which helped the 
singer to show the poet’s contempt for humanity by once again using a heavy, dark sound (See 
Example 7-28). 
                                                 
50 Ibid., 29-30. 
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 These images are arguably the darkest to be found in the five cycles discussed.  Soutar 
was most likely describing the horrors that were seen during the Battle of Britain. The horrific 
damage could be taken also to represent the psychological scarring that gays suffered in the 
homophobic atmosphere that had predominated in Great Britain.  Britten said that his first aural 
memory was that of an explosion near his home during World War I, and this gives further 
                                                 
51 Ibid., 30-31. 
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credence to the notion that the child in the story could be Britten.52  The disgust and sarcastic 
anger of the poem seemed to give Britten the chance to make his boldest statement of resistance 
to this oppression. 
 
(12.) The Auld Aik 
 
The auld aik’s53 doun: 
The auld aik’s doun: 
‘Twa hunner year it stüde, or mair, 
But noo it’s doun, doun. 
 
The auld aik’s doun: 
The auld aik’s doun: 
We were sae shair it wud aye be there, 
But noo it’s doun, doun. 
 
 
“The Auld Aik” (The Old Oak) can be considered a postlude to the cycle in a way: 
although it has a slower tempo, it does not have the lullaby-like quality of the other slower 
settings of the children’s rhymes, nor does it have the same kind of rhythmic energy of any of the 
other children’s rhymes.  Overall, because it has more of the character and emotional energy of 
the setting of the English poems in the vocal line, in this way it is a combination of the two 
vastly different elements of the cycle.  
The setting is economical melodically, most phrases starting high and ending a major 
seventh lower, landing each time on the word “doun” (down) (See Example 7-29).  
                                                 
52 Christoper Headington, Britten (New York: Holmes & Meier, 1982), 17. 
53 oak 
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Example 7-29, “The Auld Aik,” mm. 2-4. 54 
 
 
As the poet becomes more agitated about the loss of the old oak tree, the tessitura of the melody 
rises, ultimately climbing to a high G-flat above middle C (See Example 7-30).  
Example 7-30, “The Auld Aik,” mm. 11-15. 55 
 
 
It returns then to the bottom of the staff, where the tenor was able to make a mournful sound 
thereby expressing the sorrow about the absolute and complete loss of that which is natural (See 
Example 7-31). 
                                                 
54 Britten, Who Are These Children?, 32. Examples from “The Auld Aik” reproduced with kind permission of Faber 
Music Ltd, London. 
55 Ibid., 32-33. 
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Example 7-31, “The Auld Aik,” mm. 17-22. 56 
 
 
At the time this cycle was composed, both men were in their late fifties and had 
experienced some serious health troubles: Pears had been advised by his doctors to reduce his 
performing schedule following a hernia operation in 1968, and Britten was beginning to 
experience the heart trouble that would ultimately lead to surgery in 1973.  It was perhaps these 
reminders of their mortality that drew the composer to these texts, and it was also the fact that 
the poet shared their pacifist ideals. It is also true, however, that the poems that were chosen also 
were unified by the theme of a loss of innocence, a theme that was seen in Winter Words (1953) 
and The Turn of the Screw (1954), and would be seen again in the opera Death in Venice (1974).  
It could be supposed that the boy in the narrative is Britten himself, especially if you consider 
that all the song cycles written for Pears seem to address challenges for homosexuals in a hostile 
British society.  If this supposition were true, then this cycle would be the least veiled example of 
                                                 
56 Ibid., 33. 
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such statements (as opposed to the German of the Hölderlin cycle or the Italian of the 
Michelangelo sonnets) to be found in these five cycles. 
The musical style of this work drew from not only the composer’s operatic style, 
including the use of recitative as well as free accompaniment, but also from his arrangements of 
folk songs, in which he used the accompaniments not just to outline the harmony but instead as 
another device with which to express the meaning or mood of the texts by using 
countermelodies, short melodic motives, and remote harmonies.  The overall vocal range of the 
piece takes into account the lower vocal range of the tenor at this point in his life.   
This was the last song cycle for voice and piano written for the tenor by the composer.  
After having his heart surgery, Britten lost most of the function of his right hand and could no 
longer accompany his partner in performance.  He continued to write for the tenor almost right 
up until his death, however, by composing works with harp accompaniment, including Canticle 
V (“The Death of St. Narcissus”) (1974) and several folk-song arrangements (1976), and of 
course the role of Aschenbach in Death in Venice (1973).  Looking at Who Are These Children? 
as the final work of this genre for Britten and Pears, it is interesting to note that the composer 
used in its composition stylistic elements of different genres in which he composed music for his 
partner, his operas and folk-song arrangements most specifically, offering in this way a true 







Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears were together as a couple from 1939 until the former’s 
death in 1976.  During this period, the composer wrote numerous works for his partner’s voice.  
Five of these were song cycles written for solo voice and piano to be performed by the two men:  
Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22, The Holy Sonnets of John Donne, opus 35, Winter 
Words, opus 52, Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente, opus 61, and Who Are These Children?, opus 84.  
In examining these five cycles, several things seem to become apparent: the more completely 
Britten understood Pears’s voice as he continued to compose for it, the rationales behind the 
choices of texts, the care that Britten took in arranging the texts to form a narrative, and the 
relationship that the subject material of these “cycles” had to life experiences of both men. 
 The original intention of this paper was to investigate how the composer wrote for his 
partner’s voice.  In examining these five cycles, it can be seen that the more he composed for the 
tenor, the better his understanding of how to use that instrument for expressive purposes became 
and as a result of that understanding, the more effective his use of it to convey nuances of the 
poems as Britten understood them.  In the first cycle, Britten seemed to use Italian opera as one 
of his models. Pears, although successful in the performance of this cycle, did not have an 
“Italianate” voice, meaning that it was not particular large nor ringing. He was not as 
comfortable singing notes high in his range for extended periods of time, nor did he sound 
particularly heroic doing so.1  In this way, Britten had yet to understand completely how to use 
his partner’s voice and did not use the singer’s strengths to their greatest advantage, evidence of 
his own comparative inexperience as a composer.  By the second cycle, however, the composer 
                                                 
1 Christopher Headington, Peter Pears: A Biography  (London: Faber and Faber, 1992), 192. 
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used pitches just below the A-flat above middle C for moments which he intended to be more 
heroic in character, and used the pitches at and above for moments of extreme emotion, 
including the text “. . . which pray’d forgivenesse for his foes fierce spight?  No, no” in “What if 
This Present” from The Holy Sonnets of John Donne and “. . . im Winde Klirren die Fahnen [in 
the wind clatters the weather-vane]” from “Hälfte des Lebens” from Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente.   
The vocal music he wrote in this and the subsequent cycles for his partner explored the 
different colors afforded the tenor, using especially his upper middle range for moments of either 
great strength or for texts which expressed introverted and intimate thoughts, for which Pears 
could use a more transparent sound.  The composer also learned that the tenor was able to use his 
lower range to interesting effect as well: almost a growl for moments of intense shock, despair or 
dismay, as shown at the end of “Midnight of the Great Western” from Winter Words to the text 
“This region of sin that you find you in, but are not of” and in Who Are These Children? in the 
setting “The Children” to the text “The blood of children corrupts the hearts of men.”   As the 
tenor’s voice changed as he aged, the composer made adjustments.  This is apparent in the final 
cycle, when Britten allowed for the slight shift downward of the tenor’s range. 
 In examining the five compositions, however, several things became apparent, most 
notably the way that Britten organized the texts of each cycle to form a narrative.  In all five 
cases, the narrative that is formed by the arrangement of the poems is Britten’s own and not the 
poet’s original intention.  Each narrative relates to life experiences of both composer and singer, 
and inasmuch as both men were gay, the five cycles could be taken to represent the perspective 
of homosexual men.  The composer and his lover were also lifelong pacifists: neither this nor 
their homosexuality was ever particularly popular with the society in which they lived, and 
therefore both men were in many ways closeted other than in their private circle.  Although the 
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men kept their personal lives to themselves, the composer seemed to use these cycles to voice his 
views on these matters.  As the relationship continued, and as society become less disapproving, 
especially after a change in the law – consensual homosexual acts between two men becoming 
legal in 1967, two years before the composition of the last cycle – the references seem to become 
more overt.   
The first of the cycles, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo (1940), uses poetry about 
Michelangelo’s love for a younger man. The narrative formed by Britten in his arrangement of 
the texts is that of a man who realizes his love for another man, begins to come to terms with his 
confusion about these feelings and his anger at himself for having them, confronts his object of 
affection about these feelings, defends himself to society at large, and finally finds peace in the 
love he feels.  The use of the foreign language helped to mask the meaning of the narrative from 
their audiences, since the translation, prepared in part by Pears, masks the fact that the object of 
affection is a man.  For example, in Sonetto XXXII, the lines “Tu sa’ ch’io so, signior mie” and 
“S’i’amo sol di te, signior mie caro” were translated by Pears and Elizabeth Mayer as “Thou 
know’st, beloved, that I know” and “If I love in thee, beloved” whereas in both cases, the 
“beloved” is more accurately translated as “my sir” and “my dear sir,” respectively, making it 
clear that the object of affection is a man.2 Even those who did understand Italian may not have 
completely understood the implications of those texts, since the language Michelangelo used was 
ornate and in some ways antiquated.  Therefore, although the cycle could be seen as representing 
thoughts and experiences shared by the two men, they were being expressed in a veiled manner.  
The Holy Sonnets of John Donne (1945) was written in part as a reaction to the horrors of 
the Holocaust, the results of which Britten had experienced first-hand while on tour with violinist 
Yehudi Menuhin in 1945.  The narrative of the cycle, although it can be perceived as pacifist in 
                                                 
2 Benjamin Britten, Seven Sonnets of Michelangelo, opus 22.  (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1943). 
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ideology, deals more specifically with an individual having a spiritual crisis that is resolved by 
the last setting in which the narrator determines that despite all he will overcome all oppression 
and diversity, even death.   
The journey begins with self-pity, despair, and a feeling of betrayal by his maker, 
ultimately discovered to be over the loss of a lover.  The realization in the eighth of the nine 
sonnets is that he is one of God’s creations and that he does not believe that he would be 
abandoned.  The subject matter in this cycle in much less overtly homosexual than that of the 
Michelangelo Sonnets: although it can be seen to represent the life experiences of gay men in 
Britain at this time, it is not the only interpretation.  Even if it is taken to represent the feelings of 
the oppressed homosexual, the language once again helps to veil its meaning, since John Donne 
wrote in language that is often quite formal and allegorical.  The lines “Reason your viceroy in 
mee, mee should defend but is captiv’d, and proves weake or untrue, yet dearely I love you and 
would be loved faine, but am betroth’d unto your enemie” from “Batter My Heart” and “Thou 
hast made me and shall thy work decay? Repaire me now, for now mine end doth haste, I runne 
to death, and death meets me as fast” from “Thou Hast Made Me,” for example, may have 
homosexual subtexts derived from their placement in the cycle, including those of a gay man 
who has come to believe that his feelings are unnatural or wrong or that of any man who has 
come to terms with his feelings and lashes out against the society that oppresses him, but the 
language manages to mask that meaning. 
The third cycle, Winter Words (1953), also lacks overtly homosexual texts, although in 
examining the life experiences of the two men at this time, comparisons can be drawn between 
them and the narrative of this cycle.  The narrator of the story reflects upon his passage from 
childhood to adulthood, noting as he does so instances of cruelty of society toward youth.  The 
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narrative continues through first love, death of family members, and to the birth of younger 
generations and therefore is a continuation of the same process. It likens adulthood to becoming 
a prisoner of society’s rule and ends with the narrator lamenting the loss of innocence.  The 
narrator believes that in childhood, ignorance of society’s expectations allows the child to 
believe that what is natural to him is natural and normal to all, whereas with the passage into 
adulthood he becomes aware that things that were natural to him were not perceived by society 
to be natural to all. In terms of language, this cycle is the most overt as yet; it is not only in 
English but sets poetry by an older contemporary of Britten’s: Thomas Hardy, the author of the 
poems, lived from 1840 to 1928.  
By the late 1950s a report commissioned by the British government examined the law 
banning consensual homosexual acts between men. The Wolfenden report recommended 
changing the law, and there was public uproar on either side of the argument.3  It was during this 
time that Britten composed Sechs Hölderlin-Fragmente (1958).  Again, his arrangement of the 
texts lends itself to the interpretation that the narrator of the cycle is gay.  The cycle begins with 
the rejection by society of the narrator.  He then laments the loss of innocence and his inability to 
return to the bliss he knew before he encountered this rejection. He defends his choice of lover 
and realizes that it is important to find happiness wherever possible. The cycle ends with the 
narrator’s realization in “Die Linien des Lebens” (The Lines of Life) that life is full of diversity 
and that he is just on one of these possible “lines.” In many ways, this narrative is the most overt 
in terms of the interpretation that the cycles reflect the experience of the two homosexuals, 
especially in the third setting of the cycle, “Sokrates und Alcibiades,” which, by its very title, 
verifies that the love relationship alluded to in the text is between two men.   
                                                 
3 Hyde, H. Montgomery, The Love That Dared Not Speak Its Name: A Candid History of Homosexuality in Britain 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1970), 229-235. 
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The political turmoil of the day may have motivated the composer to make such a bold 
statement reflecting upon his life experiences and those of his partner.  However, as in the past, 
the meaning of the cycle is masked by the language, in this case German.  More than with the 
Italian language of the Michelangelo Sonnets however, members of the audience may have been 
able to understand the text and its implications.  Moving from the Italian, to Donne’s formal, 
poetic English, to Hardy’s contemporary English though still having a fairly masked meaning, 
then to the German, with a much less veiled meaning, it seems that in these cycles, Britten not 
only used his lover as spokesperson for their political views but also that his meaning became 
less and less disguised as time goes by.  This is continued in the fifth and final cycle that the 
composer wrote for the two men. 
By 1969, when Who Are These Children? was written, the law banning consensual 
homosexual acts between two men had been struck down, and here we see Britten at his most 
overt.  The coming-out process that almost reached culmination in the narrative of Sechs 
Hölderlin-Fragmente is fully realized here.  This cycle examines society’s cruelty to innocent 
children first from the perspective of the child and then of the adult. Each half begins with a 
carefree and innocent child, who is then wounded by the adults’ rules and habits, and ultimately 
dies because of these wounds. It is plausible to assume that the child in the narrative is in fact 
Britten and is therefore homosexual, and if this were true, then the description of the horrors to 
which the young homosexual is subjected by a hostile and self-righteous society is in no way 
veiled, as had been the case with the previous cycle, to varying degrees. 
The composition of the five song cycles spans almost the entire length of Britten and 
Pears’s relationship.  The examination of these works reveals not only the way that Britten wrote 
for this particular voice throughout this period, but also that he seemed to use these compositions 
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to reveal thoughts and feelings that he otherwise seemed unwilling to do.  Donald Mitchell, a 
friend of the two men and editor of the published letters of Britten, remarked “. . . they [Britten 
and Pears] seemed reluctant overtly to express support for causes one presumed they had at 
heart” and that “for him [Britten], political deeds were his works; and if we want to locate the 
‘social feeling’ that were his politics, then we must turn to [his compositions], each of which 
represents commitment to a specific social belief.” 4  In this way, not only did the composer 
write vocal music suited particularly to his partner’s voice, but he chose and organized texts that 
then would say what he and his partner otherwise would not. 
                                                 
4 Taken from interviews conducted by Humphrey Carpenter and found in Humphrey Carpenter, Benjamin Britten: A 
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